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ABSTRACT
“IF THERE ARE MEN WHO ARE AFRAID TO DIE, THERE ARE WOMEN WHO
ARE NOT”: AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN’S CIVIL RIGHTS LEADERSHIP IN
BOSTON, 1920-1975.
MAY 2016

JULIE DE CHANTAL, B.A., UNIVERSITÉ DE MONTRÉAL
M.A., UNIVERSITÉ DE MONTRÉAL
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Laura Lovett
Since the 1980s, narratives surrounding the Boston Busing Crisis focus on South Boston
white working-class’s reaction to Judge Arthur W. Garrity's forced desegregation order of
1974. Yet, by analyzing the crises from such narrow perspective, the narratives leave out
half of the story. This dissertation challenges these narratives by situating the busing
crisis as the culmination of more than half a century of grassroots activism led by Black
working-class mothers. By taking action at the neighborhood and the city levels, these
mothers succeeded where the National Association for the Advancement of the Colored
People and the Urban League had failed. This study is the first one to analyze the role of
these “ordinary mothers,” who, through their actions and influence, transformed the civil
rights leadership in Boston between the 1920s and the mid-1970s.
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INTRODUCTION

This story began for me in 2005 with a short newspaper article from the Boston
Herald Traveler, entitled “Negroes Fight for House Seats.” 1 The article, published in the
weeks following the 1920 election—the first federal election where women could vote—
told the story of a voter suppression case. At the time, two Black Republicans living in
Boston, Matthew W. Bullock, a lawyer, and Andrew B. Lattimore, a physician, were
running for the state legislature.2 They opposed incumbent Irish Catholic Democrats
Timothy J. Driscoll and Frank J. Burke, both career politicians. During the electoral
campaign, the Democrats allegedly sent letters to five hundred Black women living in the
South End of Boston, a predominantly Black neighborhood, warning them that they were
illegally registered to vote. The letter insisted that, if they voted, they could face a year in
prison or a fine of five hundred dollars. As a result, Bullock and Lattimore lost their
election by an equivalent margin to the number of Black women who were scared away
from the polls.
While out of the scope of the research that I was doing at the time, the article
intrigued me. What could have led the Democratic candidates to go to such extreme to
restrict the vote of African American women in Boston, of all cities? What had these
women done to warrant such a strategic plan to suppress their vote? What type of
1

“Negroes to Fight for House Seats.” Boston Herald Traveller, December 30 1920. 15.

2

This work has been highly influenced by the intellectual tradition of W.E.B. Du Bois. In the mid-1920s,
Du Bois launched a campaign, asking publishers around the world to capitalize the term Negro when
describing Black people. The change of appellation through the years (Afro-American, African American,
Blacks) led to a lack of consistency in the use of the term Black. In this work, I chose to capitalize the term
Black when referring to the people. I used black without capitalization when using the words of others who
did not capitalize the term.
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organizing could have led the Democrats to fear their power to this extent? These
questions stayed on my mind for years, unresolved. During my doctoral research, I
decided to look into the issue. What I found was much more than a voter suppression
scandal. It was a tight-knit network of women who worked tirelessly at developing the
institutions necessary for the improvement of their community. While I was not surprised
to find such a network, I did not expect that their organizing would lead me through most
of the twentieth century, from their migration to the city in the early 1910s-1920s to the
busing crisis of 1974.
Yet, when I discussed my early findings, my enthusiasm for this project met the
skepticism of several historians. How could one find anything about these working-class
women? I had to admit that there was a risk that I would not be able to find enough
material to support the research that I wanted to conduct. Even well-known newspapers
such as William Monroe Trotter’s Guardian, had been destroyed through the years,
leaving only a few of the iconic issues intact for consultation. The historiography was
limited to a small number of volumes, which focused on Boston’s anonymous masses or
on the popular and well-known elite. Very few monographs discussed the topics that I
wanted to approach.
These concerns helped me create the framework of this project. I used a biographical
approach to the story by making good use of oral histories collected by the Radcliffe
Library in the late 1970s. Funded by the Rockefeller Foundation, the Black Women’s
Oral History project leaders interviewed seventy-two Black activists, doctors, educators,
law makers, artists, and entrepreneurs between 1976 and 1981. These records allowed me
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to get a glimpse into the private lives and thoughts of Boston’s grassroots organizers and
to understand the elements which shaped their activism. A close textual analysis of
personal correspondence, mainstream newspaper articles, census records, and seemingly
unconnected biographies allowed me to make sense of these women’s stories and of the
world surrounding them. The result gives us a picture of a civil rights leaders seldom
spoken of but whose work led to one of the most iconic desegregation battles in the
history of the United States.
This dissertation examines the role of Black working-class mothers in Boston’s civil
rights movement. It follows the lives of four women—Melnea Cass, Lucy Mitchell,
Muriel Snowden, and Ellen Jackson—who, with the exception of Jackson, had come to
the city in order to gain access to better educational opportunities for themselves or for
their children. They considered themselves to be part of the working- or lower-middleclass. They worked full-time outside of the home, yet still struggled to make ends meet at
points in their lives. They were mothers whose children had been let down by Boston’s
public school system. Yet not one of them was ready to give up and accept the situation.
In this study, I conduct an intergenerational gendered analysis of Boston’s civil rights
movement from 1915 to 1974, in which I seek to understand how these women’s activism
shaped their community and how the community shaped their activism. More
importantly, I strive to demonstrate how the narrative surrounding the Boston busing
crisis of 1974 changes once we include their participation and that of other parents in the
fight against segregation.
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In this sense, this dissertation challenges the myth in which the busing crisis is cast as
an anomaly in Boston’s otherwise liberal history. When we include the work of these
grassroots organizers, we can see that the explosion of violence in 1974 was predictable
and far from surprising. Second, the inclusion of these women’s organizing changes the
timeline, linking the busing crisis to the First Wave of the Great Migration (1915-1930)
rather than to the Second Wave, which followed World War II. Third, it adds a gendered
perspective to a mostly male dominated story. This addition shifts the spotlight from the
NAACP Black middle-class leaders who fought through “the proper channels,” overall
making very little progress, to mothers who secured education opportunities for their
children through community organizing and direct-action strategies. Finally, it changes
the perspective of the mainstream narrative, which placed school desegregation at the
center of the fight. When we add the second half of the story, we can clearly see that
desegregation was only a one small piece in a larger and more radical social justice
agenda.
Yet, if this research challenges this narrative, it is still heavily informed by the works
of historians who studied the city’s elite and mainstream civil rights organizations. The
work of Alice M. Cromwell, who examined the emergence of the Black Brahmins,
highlights the complex social structure of Boston’s Black community.3 In a similar way,
Mark R. Schneider’s work on the decline of the abolitionist impulse in Boston
contextualizes the interracial alliances within the civil rights struggle. 4 Their work gave a

3

Cromwell, Adelaide M. The Other Brahmins: Boston's Black Upper Class, 1750-1950. Fayetteville:
University of Arkansas Press, 1994.
4

Schneider, Mark R. Boston Confronts Jim Crow, 1890-1920. Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1997.
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basis to our understanding of the rise of Jim Crow in the city from the 1920s forward.5
Kazuteru Omori’s research on how Black civil rights leaders articulated their vision of
equality in terms of a “colorblind meritocracy,” in conjunction with Cromwell’s and
Schneider’s work, helped me to identify areas of tension where class interests dominated
over racial solidarity. 6
By steering away from the elite to study Boston’s Black working-class, Stephen
Thernstrom and Elizabeth Hafkin Pleck provided data necessary for our understanding of
Boston’s Black “anonymous masses.”7 If Thernstrom’s explanation of the lack of
mobility is outdated,—he emphasizes cultural deficiencies as a barrier to African
Americans economic mobility—his work gave a comprehensive socio-economic picture
of the community. Influenced by her mentor’s work, Pleck adds nuance to Thernstrom’s
depiction by adding the family unit and its migration to the already complex history of
Black Boston. This dissertation further complicates Pleck’s narrative by examining the
role of Black women in the migration to the city.
In this dissertation, I use the concepts of community and neighborhood to discuss
Black Bostonians as a group. I sometimes use these terms to describe one’s physical
location instead of one’s sense of belonging to a given group, sharing similar

5

Schneider, Mark. "The Boston NAACP and the Decline of the Abolitionist Impulse." The Massachusetts
Historical Review 1 (1999): 95-113.
6

Omori, Kazuteru. “Burden of Blackness Quest for ‘Equality’ Among Black ‘elites’ in Late-nineteenthcentury Boston.” (PhD Dissertation, University of Massachusetts - Amherst, 2001).; Omori, Kazuteru.
“Race-Neutral Individualism and Resurgence of the Color Line: Massachusetts Civil Rights Legislation,
1855-1895.” Journal of American Ethnic History 22, no. 1 (2002): 32-58.
7

Pleck, Elizabeth Hafkin. Boston 1865-1900: Black Migration and Poverty. New York: Academic Press,
1979.; Thernstrom, Stephan. The Other Bostonians: Poverty and Progress in the American Metropolis.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973.
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backgrounds and values. Admittedly, this shortcut does not recognize the diversity of
Black Boston. If a large proportion of Boston’s African Americans came from the South,
making the historiography of the Southern Black experience relevant to this dissertation,
one also needs to take into account the historiography of the Afro-Caribbean diaspora in
order to understand the community. With distinct cultural identities, religious
backgrounds, and motivations for their migration, the Afro-Caribbeans’ experience in the
city differed from that of their Southern counterparts.8 Their presence complicated once
again the picture of the community, adding layers to our understanding of the socioeconomic and political life of Black Bostonians.
The history of the Boston’s African American community, and the myths which
surrounded it, shape the narrative of the busing crisis of 1974. Many see the crisis as an
anomaly in Boston’s progressive and liberal history. After all, the city had been described
as the “cradle of liberty” and “freedom’s birthplace,” in recognition of the city’s
abolitionist past.9 African Americans enjoyed an integrated city, voted in municipal, state,
and federal elections, and developed a radical civil rights tradition. Casting Boston in this
light, however, obscure the widespread workplace discrimination, the rise of racial
violence, and the lack of political representation at all levels of government.10 The
conventional historical view also does not acknowledge the lack of economic mobility,

8

Johnson, Violet Showers. The Other Black Bostonians: West Indians in Boston, 1900-1950. Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2006.
9

In his 1904 study, John Daniels used the term “freedom’s birthplace” to describe Boston. Daniels, John. In
Freedom's Birthplace; A Study of the Boston Negroes. New York: Negro Universities Press, 1968.
10

Idem.
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the housing difficulties, and the great educational disparities that Black Bostonians
experienced on a daily basis.
Yet, describing Boston a liberal stronghold allowed contemporaries, and later
historians, to embrace the problematic concept of de facto segregation. 11 The distinction
between de jure and de facto segregation, in the context of Boston, is tenuous at best. One
cannot argue that segregation naturally existed in the North, as if out of the control of city
or state officials.12 One cannot argue either that segregation was an unintended
consequence of Black residents voluntary choice to live in segregated areas such as the
“ghetto,” as Louise Day Hicks, the infamous Boston School Committee chairperson,
claimed in 1965.13 This argument only served to justify city officials’ lack of intervention
and allowed those in power to walk away, with clean hands, from a problem that they
worked hard at maintaining. In this sense, while I still use both concepts, I do so to reflect
the language of the time.
The combination of those two aspects—the de facto segregation and Boston as a
liberal stronghold—created the context necessary to the emergence of a narrative focused
mainly on the working-class Irish Catholic reaction to the forced desegregation. In 1986,
J. Anthony Lukas published the first full-length book on the Boston busing crisis. In
Common Ground: A Turbulent Decade in the Lives of Three American Families, Lukas
discusses the lives of three families—the African American Twymons, the Irish Catholic
11

Delmont, Matthew. Why Busing Failed: Race, Media, and the National Resistance to School
Desegregation. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2016.
12

Lassiter, Matthew D, and Joseph Crespino. “De Jure/De Facto Segregation: The Long Shadow of a
National Myth.” In The Myth of Southern Exceptionalism. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010.
13

Nutter, Kathleen Banks. “Militant Mothers': Boston, Busing, and the Bicentennial of 1976.” Historical
Journal of Massachusetts 38, no. 2 (2010): 56.
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McGoffs, and the Yankee Divers.14 The first monograph to address the question, only a
decade after the crisis, Lukas’s narrative emphasizes the role of class in the rise of
violence surrounding the desegregation.
To many, though, Lukas’s work misrepresented the conflict. Sociologist Robert A.
Dentler argued that, “Lukas’s docudramatic method” “works to cloak the ignorance, fear,
and hostility of the majority of citizens in the white enclaves of Boston who initiated
racial violence in the robe of civic innocence.”15 In a similar way, Ruth Batson, president
of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People during the crisis,
argued that “JOHN ANTHONY LUKAS STOLE OUR MOVEMENT,” using all capital
letters in the introduction to her publication The Black Education Movement in Boston: A
Sequence of Historical Events.16 Batson could not be clearer; Lukas erased the efforts of
civil rights organizers in favor of the role of white protagonists in the events leading to
Boston’s schools desegregation.
Also focusing on the white reaction to the desegregation order, Ronald Formisano and
Kathleen Banks Nutter insert their narrative in a large-scale history of conservative
ideology. In Boston Against Busing: Race, Class, and Ethnicity in the 1960s and 1970s,
published in 1990, Formisano emphasizes class as a driving force in the opposition to
integration.17 Formisano, in fact, argues that many attached “too much importance to the
14

Lukas, J. Anthony. Common Ground: A Turbulent Decade in the Lives of Three American Families. New
York: Knopf, 1985.
15

Dentler, Robert A. “Boston School Desegregation: The Fallowness of Common Ground.” Trotter Review
1, no. 2 (1987): 10.
16

Ruth M. Batson, The Black Education Movement in Boston: A Sequence of Historical Events. (Boston:
Northeastern University, 2001). 13.
17

Formisano, Ronald P. Boston Against Busing: Race, Class, and Ethnicity in the 1960s and 1970s. Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990.
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role of individual leaders” in the antibusing movement.18 Instead, he described the
movement as “reactionary populism,” in line with “a type of grassroots social movement
that has flared frequently in American history.” In this sense, antibusing emerged from
“the bottom half of the population” whose members felt that their status had been
threatened by the disruption of the school system. 19 In “‘Militant Mothers’: Boston,
Busing, and the Bicentennial of 1976,” Nutter analyzes the role of gender in the
antibusing movement, especially focusing on white mothers and Louise Day Hicks’s
ROAR, the Restore our Alienated Rights organization. More precisely, Nutter argues that,
“the roles of both men and women” in the antibusing movement, “were shaped by
traditionally restrictive notions of ‘appropriate’ gender-specific concerns.”20
Yet, all of these analyzes of the Boston busing crisis seem to miss the obvious. Where
are the Black parents who organized the fight against segregation? How does the history
of the Boston Busing crisis change when we reinsert Black activist parents in the
narrative? Specifically, how does the introduction of working-class mothers in the
narrative change the focus from the opposition of white conservative racists, such as
Louise Day Hicks, against Black children, to a focus on community organizing? What
does the erasure of people like Ellen Jackson, Melnea Cass, Lucy Mitchell, and Muriel
Snowden do to our understanding of how history is made? Their absence from the
narrative leaves the movement against segregation in the hands of middle-class
organizations, such as the NAACP, without giving agency to the majority of the Black
18

Ibid. 2.

19

Ibid, 3.

20

Nutter, “Militant Mothers.” 55.
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population living in the neighborhoods of Roxbury, Dorchester, and the South End.
Furthermore, removing these women from the narrative prevents us from seeing the
whole picture where desegregation was only one piece of a larger puzzle, and the crisis
less of an unexpected turn of event.
This dissertation situates the busing crisis as the culmination of more than half a
century of work led by working-class grassroots activists. By taking action at the
neighborhood and the city levels, Black working-class mothers succeeded where the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the Urban League had
failed. This study is the first one to analyze the role of these “ordinary mothers,” who,
through their actions and influence, transformed the civil rights leadership in Boston
between the 1920s and the mid-1970s.
This dissertation is divided chronologically starting a few years prior to the migration
of Melnea Cass from Richmond, Virginia, to Boston. At the time, Melnea’s mother had
chosen the city as a destination due to Boston’s schools excellent reputation. Her mother
was not the only migrant to have chosen the city for such reason. Many other women
made the same decision in the first quarter of the twentieth century. In Chapter 1, I argue
that education was, in fact, a strong “pull factor” to the city prior and during the first
wave of the Great Migration. In addition, I demonstrate that, contrary to other migration
networks both nationally and internationally in which men often moved to their new
location prior to their families, Black women led this migration to Boston. Due to this
particularity, I also argue that the female-centric networks, upon which women relied in
the migration, served as a base to subsequent political networks in the city. In this sense, I
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examine the events surrounding the showing of David W. Griffit’s movie, Birth of Nation,
in 1915, as an example of this new grassroots tradition, as women formed an organization
to protect their community when the NAACP failed to secure the ban from city
authorities.
In Chapter 2, I examine how women used these same networks to create the
institutions necessary to community improvement and the entry of Black women in
electoral politics. In this chapter, I argue that, during the First World War, Black women
shifted their focus toward their community to reclaim their agency and to shape their
neighborhood. I further argue that women followed a Southern tradition of organizing in
order to set a clear agenda for their neighborhood. This agenda, as one can see in the
following chapters, begins the trajectory which ultimately led to their battle for equal
opportunities. As a result, Black woking-class mothers asserted their political leadership
in the electoral arena.
In Chapter 3, I examine how these grassroots organizations attempted to fill in the
gap of aid during the Great Depression. During the economic recession, Black Bostonians
suffered from disproportionally high unemployment rates and could seldom access
federal programs under the New Deal. As a result, I argue that Black working-class
mothers used their political networks and the few programs from which the community
received help to professionalize and legitimize social work and child care in the city. As
professionals, these grassroots activists extended their programs beyond their initial reach
and, through their contacts with the community, positioned their grassroots organizations
as political centers in the neighborhood.
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In Chapter 4, I analyze the transformation grassroots activism in the post-War period.
In particular, I argue that the politicization of the neighborhood led members of the
community to see grassroots organizations as the key to community improvement. In this
sense, with the support of residents, they tackled issues that mainstream civil rights
organizations had yet to address, such as gang violence, police brutality, neighborhood
decrepitude, and the lack economic opportunities for Black Bostonians. By fostering
community agency, these organizations succeeded where others had failed. As a result,
grassroots organizers circumvented the city’s attempts to disfranchise residents in Black
neighborhoods and launched their own “urban renewal” projects, with their community in
mind.
While these grassroots “urban renewal” projects addressed pressing issues in
Roxbury, the South End, and Dorchester, a crucial element was missing. In Chapter 5, I
examine how grassroots organizations added an aspect of “human renewal” to the “urban
renewal” efforts. As a result, they articulated a program which aimed to secure better
opportunities through work programs, health care, and equal access to education.
Building upon the networks already present in the city, working-class mothers began to
denounce segregation in the city. Overall, I argue that these programs created the ground
work necessary for the widespread activism of the 1960s and 1970s.
In Chapter 6, I examine the culmination of the events as parents take over the
desegregation movement in the late 1960s. In this chapter, I argue that grassroots
organizations, despite their meager resources, were more successful at affecting change in
the neighborhood than their mainstream and more affluent counterparts. More
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importantly though, this chapter examines the ways in which the work of Boston’s Black
female activists connects to community work accomplished in the city since the 1920s. In
this light, I argue that the desegregation crisis stemmed from this long tradition of Black
working-class female activism in Boston which gave a political space to Black women in
the political arena. Including the work of these women in the narrative of the busing crisis
highlights the fact that desegregation was only one piece of a larger city-wide social
justice puzzle.
While this dissertation aims to fill in a gap in the historiography, it also has its
limitations. First, it pays little attention to the mainstream associations such as the
NAACP or the Urban League. Although in the background and acknowledged at times
where their contributions directly affected grassroots organization, I chose to favor
working-class mothers in order to examine the situation from a different perspective.
Melnea Cass, Lucy Mitchell, Muriel Snowden, and Ellen Jackson were by no means the
only civil rights activists worth following. However, their trajectories offer important
insights into community activism. Following these women offers four perspectives onto a
complex story divided along gender, race, class, and family lines. Their histories allows
us to enter in a world previously dominated by upper-middle class male activists
associated with the mainstream organizations. As a consequence, this narrative both
expands and simultaneously limits this addition to the history of Boston's civil rights
movement.
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CHAPTER 1
THE MIGRATION TO FREEDOM’S BIRTHPLACE, 1900-1925
Melnea Jones and her family moved from Richmond, Virginia to Boston in 1901.
Alice McKane left Savannah, Georgia to establish her family in the city in 1909. A few
years later, Lucy Mitchell, a Daytona native, began her journey North. They left their
families, history, and hometowns behind. In this sense, their experience resembles the
journey of approximately 1.3 million African Americans who made their way to the urban
centers of the Midwest and the East Coast between 1915 and 1930.1
Their migration, however, had a long lasting effect on their new city’s civil rights
leadership. This chapter argues that the arrival of black migrant women from the South
transformed the civil rights leadership in Boston. More than a simple cause and effect
relationship, their role in the transformation of their neighborhood stemmed from their
needs as working-class mothers, the cultural artifacts which they brought to their new
home, and the organizing traditions that they had experienced in the South and
reproduced once they settled in the North. This chapter explores the migration of African
American women from the South to the Hub. The first part documents their upbringing,
their stories, their motivations, and their desires to begin a new life. The second part
examines how their status as working-class women led them to create the institutions
necessary to meet their needs. These institutions allowed African American mothers to
organize at the grassroots level and to push for reforms at the neighborhood level.

1

James N. Gregory, “The Second Great Migration: An Historical Overview.” in Joe W. Trotter Jr. and
Kenneth L. Kusmer. African American Urban History: The Dynamics of Race, Class and Gender since
World War II. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009). 22.
!14

The Jones family’s migration experience could not have been more typical for the
time. Born on June 6th 1896 in a rural district in the vicinity of Richmond, Virginia,
Melnea grew up in poverty. Her mother Mary was a domestic worker who brought
laundry home to help make ends meet. 2 Her father, Albert Jones was a janitor who loved
his work. Melnea stated that both had received a good education, considering the period,
their race, and socio-economic status, completing their fourth or fifth grade. She
remembered that her parents could read and write fairly well, and she thought of them as
being very intelligent and well “informed on things.” They “took part in things that were
going on around them.”3
At the turn of the century, Richmond had become one of the most industrialized cities
in the South. It had particularly benefited from its strategic location on the James River
and from the construction of the several railways which had made the city a regional
commercial hub. The well established tobacco and iron production had ensured the city’s
economic power. With its 85,000 residents, of whom approximately 40% of African
American descent, Richmond was the most densely-populated city in the South, making
it an appealing location for colleges, parks, and residential development. In 1888,
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inventor and electrical engineer Frank J. Sprague offered Richmond the very first
functioning electrified trolley in the nation.
Yet, despite this undeniable industrial progress, Richmond was not the best city in
which to raise two young Black girls at the turn of the century. The Confederate legacy
was omnipresent and was part of the Jones’s family history. Born on a plantation on the
outskirt of the city, Albert’s mother was the daughter of a slave master and a enslaved
mother. She had never known her parents who had been sold when she was really young. 4
A single mother, she was described by her granddaughter as someone who “always had a
hatred inside,” and bore a “great resentment for white people.”5 During the Progressive
Era, the racial climate in Richmond worsened. In 1896, the Supreme Court decision
Plessy v. Ferguson sanctioned segregation, dividing the city into two separate worlds.
Richmond being one of the first cities to segregate its streetcars in the 1880s, it is no
surprise that the Supreme Court decision only sanctioned a deep-rooted system of racial
segregation.6
The same year, the Ladies Memorial Association opened the Museum of the
Confederacy. The following year, a group of white women formed the Richmond Chapter
of the United Daughters of the Confederacy. Those associations served as lieux de
mémoire, places where one could remember and romanticize a past long gone, but
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idealized.7 In fact, Leon Litwack argued that, when the new generation of African
Americans came of age during the Progressive Era, white Southerners made considerable
efforts to “mythologize the past, to fantasize an Old South, a Civil War, a Reconstruction,
and a Negro that conformed to the images they preferred to cherish.” 8 They romanticized
their relationships with the “old Negro.” White women were particularly central to the
development of this nostalgia of the past. At the turn of the century, they published
memoirs and stories recounting the tales of the “dearest Mammy,” of the faithful slaves,
and of the Black elder who maintained personable and loving relationships with their
families.9 The Southern paternalistic attitude infused the stories as they depicted exslaves staying with their “families,” “those whites who still loved and understood him.” 10
Clinging to this mythicized vision of the past, the inhabitants of Richmond formed
different associations promoting the legacy of the Old South and the Civil War.
Because of her experience in the “Capital of the South,” Mary Jones felt that her
daughters could not benefit from the Southern racial climate. “They weren’t getting any
place,” they “weren’t making any progress,” recalled their daughter. 11 The color of their
skin limited the type of employment opportunities that they could find. Mary “didn’t like
the environment around her.” At the time, she felt that migrating North would open doors
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they could not even see in the South. Furthermore, she thought that Boston would give
them better education opportunities and a “different atmosphere.”12
When Melnea reached the age of five, the Jones family decided to begin their journey
toward Boston. With two young girls in tow, Mary and Albert made the trip without their
close relatives. Albert’s mother stayed in Virginia. Despite her hatred of the South, she
could not envision herself relocating. She had never been out of the county, let alone the
state. She remained in Richmond, allowing the family to return as frequently as they
could. However, for a number of years, the family’s financial constraints limited their
ability to travel back home. While Albert did not keep up with his relatives, Mary
diligently remained in contact with both sides of the family, writing home as frequently
as she could.13
Melnea’s family did not pick Boston as their destination randomly. Similar to many
migrants, they benefited from the support of a personal and community network. Mary’s
sister, Ella Drew, had already moved to the city a few years earlier. She had come to
Boston to work as a domestic for the Mosley family on Beacon Street. 14 As Melnea later
recalled, her aunt was “partly the reason [her] mother came.” She encouraged them to
move, and “told them that she’d help them when they come; find them a place, and all
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this.”15 In 1901, with the upcoming election reform which promised to disfranchise Black
Virginians, the Jones were more easily convinced to travel North to join Ella.16
This type of networks was fairly common among migrants and immigrants. As
historian Elizabeth Pleck noted, a majority of migrants established in Boston came from
Virginia.17 At the turn of the century, approximately 30% of the community traced their
roots to the “Old Dominion.”18 The disproportionate number of newcomers from
Virginia could easily be attributed to the direct steam lines traveling between Boston,
Norfolk, and Richmond weekly.19 The frequency and relative convenience of the ship
lines in addition to easy access to information about departures times and routes though
the Black dockworkers facilitated the migration.20 Pleck adds that the high literacy rate
among Richmond’s Black residents and their desire to find educational opportunities also
played a role in their choice to move the city.
More importantly though, historians have stressed the role of friends and family
acting as “pull factors” in the migration. According to several studies, most “chains”
began with males, alone or in small groups, going to Northern cities in search of better
economic opportunities. This phenomenon held true for most migrant groups
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notwithstanding their country or region of departure.21 For migrants en route to Boston,
the migratory patterns changed following the end of the Civil War. During the
Reconstruction, Pleck found that most African Americans moved to the Hub as family
units. In fact, she found that, until the 1880s, the older children of migrant families had
been born in the South prior to the family’s relocation. After 1880s, she notes, a number
of families moved prior to having children, their eldest often being born in Boston. 22
While historians have argued that the migration patterns to most Northern cities were
directed by males, Boston was an unusual case as most of the migration chains were led
by women. In this sense, the migration of the Jones family ultimately represented this
matrilineal experience. Mary’s sister Ella first came to Boston to find domestic work, a
predominantly feminine profession. She appealed to female-dominated networks to help
her sister find work and a place to live. The lack of an extensive industrial base in Boston
at the turn of the century allowed for women-led migration toward the city. The
reputation of the city as “Freedom’s birthplace,” as a liberal hub, and as the location of
the best schools in the nation outweighed the economic incentives seen in other Northern
urban centers at the time. It is important to decenter the role of industrial production as
the main “pull” factor in order to gain an accurate picture of the Great Migration.
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In this sense, the importance of women in the movement of people explains part of
their role in the transformation of the civil rights leadership in Boston. In contrast with
the Black Bostonian elite, migrant women did not follow the middle-class prescriptions
on gender roles in the Black family. Similar to women in other working-class families,
Black women who migrated to Boston increased their role in the public sphere to
supplement their family’s meager income. Most of the women worked as domestics in
white families’ households and took laundry home. As a result of their obligations outside
of the house, they required different types of services on which the middle-class women
did not depend. Childcare, for example, became a primary concern to working women.
Most of them relied on their neighbors, friends, families, and local institutions to provide
services to their families.
The small size of the community and its geographical concentration in the West End
had allowed for the development of a highly divided social structure.23 On one side, a
respected upper- and middle-class, described as the “Black Brahmins” by Adelaide
Cromwell, shared a common goal with the white abolitionists and suffragists, crafting
important working alliances between the two groups.24 They promoted liberal arts
studies, an integrationist agenda, and according to some historians, a color blind
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meritocracy. 25 On the other side, a growing working-class lingered in poverty and
suffered the effects of an insidous de facto segregation.26 Approximately 80% of the
community worked in low-income, blue collar jobs.27 Southern migrants and foreignborn Black Bostonians held the greatest number of unskilled jobs in the community.
Their fate, however, was much brighter in the city than it was in their home state.28 In
Boston, any “common street” worker could expect to earn from seventeen to eighty-two
cents more than he or she could in Richmond.29
During most of the nineteenth century, the paternalistic attitude of white Bostonians
toward working-class African Americans led to the development of servant quarters for
domestic workers employed by wealthy families of living in the Beacon Hill
neighborhood. Black workers lived at “arms length” of their workplace, close enough to
assume that they could be called on at any time. The proximity of Faneuil Hall and the
docks made “Nigger Hill” a convenient location for house workers, who had to purchase
provisions for their employers, and for the dock workers who walked to and from their
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place of employment.30 Although Boston did not segregate by law, the neighborhood’s
convenient location on the “Hill” allowed for a de facto segregation of the community.
More than a convenient concentration of the community in a specific location, this
pattern was due to racial discrimination. In fact, strong economic barriers limited
mobility within the city. First, the persistent poverty of the Black working-class limited
housing options available to a number of families. Second, real estate agents feared an
“exodus of whites” and an extreme loss in property value if Black families moved into
white neighborhoods.31 They applied pressure on sellers so that they would refuse to sell
to African Americans buyers. Finally, the unwillingness of banks to extend loans to Black
clients made it increasingly difficult for African Americans to acquire property and to
relocate to different neighborhoods.32 However, the South End real estate market crashed
in the late nineteenth century, opened a new residential area to the Black community.
Brainchild of Charles Bulfinch, William P. Parrot, and city engineer Ellis S.
Chesbrough, the South End was the “epitome of a planned residential district,” when it
was first created in the 1850s.33 A man-made district, the South End was created by the
filling the South Cove and the South Bay surrounding the Shawmut Peninsula between
1850 and 1915.34 In the early 1850s, due to the pressures of the growing population in
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Boston, city officials launched a program of urban development which included new
zoning regulations and construction requirements.35 The new code mandated a minimum
of three stories for each building, a setback of 25 to 30 feet from the street, and restrained
architectural ornamentation deemed of “correct taste.” City officials also banned the
construction of stables and commercial buildings. 36 A portion of the land was reserved to
attract cultural institutions and to create squares and parks.
By the 1860s, the South End became an up and coming neighborhood where only
Boston’s wealthy families could established their residence.37 The residential nature of
the neighborhood attracted those who fled the overpopulated and dirty downtown
districts, in search for a quieter place to live.38 Architect Nathaniel J. Bradlee’s townhouse
concept added to the imposing, yet calm feeling in the neighborhood. Rows of majestic
houses, unified by the single design of their brick façade, punctuated by their steady
rooflines, and bordered by iron-cast fences leading to high flights of stairs, elegantly
lined the main streets of the neighborhood.
Boylston Street subtly marked the division between the public sphere, the businesses
and manufactures on the north side, and the private sphere, the residential area, on the
south side of the neighborhood. Edwin Monroe Bacon, writer and editor of several of the
city’s newspapers, could not help but notice that some of the older squares were “merely
35
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open spaces — of great value, to be sure, for breathing purposes,” but that they could not
compare with the newer Union Park, Worcester and Chester Squares.39 If most of the
streets were “somewhat monotonous,” he continued, the carefully maintained landscape,
fountains, and fish-ponds made “the place deliciously cool” during the warm months. In
addition, the “width and cleanliness,” and “the air of quiet and repose,” gave “a pleasing
appearance to this large residence-quarter.”40 The few non-residential buildings, private
schools, colleges, churches and cathedrals, as well as a music conservatory and the city’s
hospital brought prestige to the neighborhood and ensured that the residents could access
a number of services without having to wander too far away from their homes.41
In spite of its prestige and its imposing architecture, the up-and-coming neighborhood
was far less stable than one might have imagined. Built upon real estate speculation and
fragile mortgage loans, the district could not sustain the economic shocks caused by the
Great Fire of 1872 and the Panic of 1873. 42 Banks repossessed houses as families lost
their sources of revenue. The once majestic townhouses, sold at discount prices, were
then divided into boardinghouses, apartments, or single rooms by their new owners. In
order to profit from their investment, the new owners offered cheaper rent to families
who could finally afford to live in the once-coveted neighborhood. This significant
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transformation attracted immigrants and African Americans who sought a new place to
live. By 1880, two-thirds of the black community lived in the district.43
Yet the deteriorating conditions of the neighborhood alarmed white middle-class
Bostonians concerned with urban public health. The townhouses had originally been
conceived with single families in mind. The division of the premises into boarding houses
or smaller apartments led to public health concerns as four to eight families shared the
space previously occupied by a single family.44 Fifteen to thirty people used the often
deficient hygiene facilities. Observers complained about the poor bathing, laundry, and
health habits of the tenants. 45 They quickly argued that the overcrowding was one of the
sources of the “lower moral standards” among the working-class population of the city.
They claimed that it was difficult, if not impossible, to maintain modesty while sharing
living quarters with boarders and children of all ages. The close proximity also made it
difficult for children to fall asleep at what white middle-class considered to be a decent
hour, leading them to consider the conditions in the poor neighborhoods to be a cause of
faulty childrearing.46
In the early 1890s, these people established reform organizations, using strategies
similar to those of social workers in Chicago, New York City, and London, in order to
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address the issues in the neighborhood. In 1891, William J. Tucker, a professor at the
Andover Theological Seminary, opened the Andover House, the city’s first settlement
house. The Andover House was reflection of the male-dominant reform movement. In
fact, Tucker believed that the foundation of the first men’s residence on Rollins Street
would “bring about a better and more beautiful life in its neighborhood.”47 In 1895, the
Andover House became the South End House to better reflect its mission and its role as a
central institution in the neighborhood. Robert Archey Woods, the first head of the South
End House, described the mission of the settlement house as one of “social recovery,” its
services being the “important means by which a new moral relation is set up in the
ordinary round of neighborhood life.” 48 His organization sought to address issues beyond
material needs and get to the “far-reaching causes of poverty.”49 Comparing the situation
to the “acute stage of [a] disease,” Wood felt that the South End was past the stage where
the use of “specific remedies of an artificial kind” was enough. Instead, he proposed a
“radical reorganization of habits,” a change which he felt would help the “patient,” the
people in the neighborhood, and establish for themselves “a healthier order of life.” 50
In this sense, the South End House represented the epitome of the Yankee reform
efforts in the city. On one hand, the reformers promoted temperance, Christianity,
literacy, and physical activity.51 In line with the muscular Christianity described by
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Clifford Putney, these aspects reflected the values and ideals of the middle-class, more
specifically of the white Anglo-Protestant university graduates behind the reform
movement.52 On the other hand, the services provided at the South End House met the
needs of the residents of the neighborhood in a pragmatic way. Reformers assisted
residents in finding employment, launched public health campaigns, cleaned the street of
the neighborhood, and lobbied for proper legislation and enforcement of the city’s
building codes. All in all, as Woods noted, the goal of the settlement house was to “secure
for the district its full share of all the best fruits of the city’s intellectual and moral
progress.”53 On the edge of a neighborhood where poverty cohabited with “great streets,
crowded corners, glaring shop windows, and theaters with their flaming signs,” the South
End House aimed to “rehabilitate neighborhood life and give it some of that healthy
corporate vitality which a well-ordered village has.”54 Woods, similar to his fellow
reformers, expressed a deep-seated nostalgia toward an idealized version of the past, the
village. Due to its size, the city lacked accountability, collegiality, and had “confused” the
bonds and relationships between its inhabitants.55 In order to attain a full “social
recovery,” city dwellers had to forge “new form of cooperative and public action,” and
somehow reduce the scale of the urban settlement in order to bring back a sense of small
town community to the neighborhood.
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Despite its neighborhood-wide mission, the South End House had a limited scope and
reach. It served a male clientele only, leaving the Denison House, founded a year later, to
serve the female population. But most importantly, the South End House remained
racially segregated. Woods did not lack words to describe his disapproval of the ways in
which African Americans behaved in the neighborhood.56 In order to reform what was
considered to be “idle” and “criminal” behavior, Woods opened a “colored” annex to the
South End House in 1904. Named in honor of the commander of the all-Black 54th
Massachusetts Infantry Regiment, the Robert Gould Shaw House replicated the services
offered by the South End and the Denison Houses.
Founded as an experiment, the Shaw House addressed the concerns brought by the
migration and, subsequently, the rapid growth of the black community in the first half of
the twentieth century. While several reformers acknowledged the rise of crime and
poverty in the neighborhood, they were quick to blame the habits of Black Southerners,
instead of the systemic problems of racial discrimination, as the source of the
community’s shortcomings.57 Nevertheless, the Black community quickly took advantage
of the different classes and services offered at the Shaw House.
It is in this context of intense migration and urban reform that the Jones’s family
decided to begin their journey from Richmond to Boston. Through a recommendation
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from the Traveler’s Aid, Melnea’s family found a “big house on Hemenway Street.”58
Distinct from the settlement houses, the residential building on Hemenway was a place
where black Southern migrants, especially families, could reside temporarily, until they
found a permanent place to live. 59 As most of them were penniless upon their arrival in
the city, their personal resources barely covering the costs of their relocation, this citymanaged residence offered thirty to forty people an inexpensive place to stay in a
relatively central location. 60 Shortly after their arrival, Albert found employment as a
janitor, and Mary found a new place to live. The family relocated to the South End where
Mary had found an apartment on the first floor of a three-story brick house at 33 Kendall
Street.
The size of the house contrasted with the Richmond and Hemenway dwellings in
which the family had lived prior to and upon their migration to the city. Their house on
Kendall Street was divided in two floors. On the first floor, they enjoyed big living and
bed rooms. A few stairs down was their kitchen, in the basement, and a door to a large
backyard. “I’ll never forget the beautiful yard we had— flowers, trees,” recalls Melnea.
Similar to her neighbors, Mary cultivated a garden, in which she grew both food and
58

Cass, 5. Based on the work of the Fruit and Flower Mission in New York City, which stationed agents at
the docks to help women and immigrants who needed direction and information, the Traveler’s Aid aimed
to provide information to the “innocent young girls and ignorant women who are forced to travel alone.”
The information provided by the Traveler’s Aid was geared toward vulnerable groups, for example
immigrants, women and, in some cases, African Americans. In 1936, Victor Hugo Green began publishing
The Negro Motorist Green Book, to help African Americans to navigate the Jim Crow South and provide
them information about locations where they could eat, sleep or get gasoline for their vehicle.
“Orin C Baker, General Secretary of the Travelers'Aid Society. 1912. Philanthropic effort to save fifty
thousand a year---not dollars, but souls of the arriving immigrants.” New York Times, October 27, 1912. On
the Green Book, see Kari Hensley. “One Nation Behind the Wheel: Automobility in U.S. Culture.”
American Quarterly 62, no. 1 (2010): 173-180.
59

Cass, 5.

60

Melnea mentioned that their first residence was managed by the city. However, it was impossible to
confirm this statement at this point.
!30

flowers. Even with the space reserved for the garden, Melnea could not help but
emphasize the size of the “great big yard.”61
Contrary to most migrants, however, Mary did not decide to move to Boston in search
of economic opportunities so that they could afford a “great big yard.” Rather, she moved
to the city so that her daughters could take advantage of Boston’s educational
opportunities. So did Dr. Alice McKane, who in 1909, moved to Boston, after spending a
few years in Savannah, Georgia. She wanted her children to get the best schooling
possible.62 The McKane and the Jones were far from the only families to relocate in order
to gain access to better educational opportunities. Historians Stephanie Shaw and Linda
Perkins, for example, noted patterns of internal migration within the South where mother
and children moved to a location and the father staying behind to continue working. 63
Some moved from North Carolina to Washington, D.C. Others moved from Chattanooga,
Tennessee to Louisville, Kentucky. One family, according to Shaw, even moved from
Florida to California and used the address of a relative, in order to enroll their daughter in
the school of their choice.64 This migration, however, remained mostly a Southern affair.
Boston, despite its history of integration, attracted a limited number of families.
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The Greater Boston area offered a mostly integrated school system at all levels as
early as the 1900s.65 Complete integration, however, was not always a reality in
“freedom’s birthplace.” In the early nineteenth century, Black parents’ concerns and
desire to provide their children with the best education possible led to the creation of a
segregated school system. In the 1840s, African Americans grew increasingly worried
that the original intent of the system, to diminish racial prejudice by training students
adequately, had been forgotten and that, instead, the segregation was being used against
the community. 66 Following petitions against the division of students according to their
racial background, a long battle against school segregation began. In 1845, Benjamin
Roberts, the father of a five-year old girl who had to pass five white schools to attend a
Black public school, became the leader of the movement.67 The fierce battle finally led to
the passage of a law which banned of segregated schools in 1855.68
From the mid-nineteenth century on, colleges and grammar schools followed suit in
the movement for integration. Harvard prided itself for its commitment to integration and
its abolitionist legacy.69 Radcliffe College, the women’s liberal arts college affiliated with
65
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Harvard, offered admission to several black women in the early 1900s.70 At the Girls’
Latin School, a grammar school for underprivileged girls, young Black women could
receive a rigorous training, which included academic subjects and domestic sciences. 71
Considering that fact that white women had only gained access to education in the
nineteenth century, Radcliffe, Simmons, Boston University, and Tufts University went
against the grain by giving Black women the opportunity to earn a higher education
degree.
However, the reality of the education system in the city could not match the
reputation that it had acquired. The de facto segregation of neighborhoods led to the
involuntary segregation of the education system, as children were assigned to schools
according to their districts. 72 At the college level, the situation was more tortuous. Racial
questions were often complicated by the presence of cultural and class disparities.73
Boston higher education establishments did not accept credits from less prestigious or
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Black colleges, requiring transfer students to take on the burden of supplemental courses
they had previously completed. 74
While Harvard had admitted Black men to the university, officials forced African
American students to live off campus. W.E.B. Du Bois, for example, rented a room from
Mrs. Mary Taylor at 20 Flagg Street, a distance from the school.75 Other African
American students, Clement G. Morgan, the only other African American student in Du
Bois’s class, and William Monroe Trotter, for example, also live off-campus. Morgan,
who was almost a decade older than Du Bois, had come to Cambridge from Washington
D.C., where his family had established itself following the Civil War. Trotter, a
Dorchester native, continued to live with his family in Boston.
The reasoning behind the exclusion of Black students from the residence halls was
relatively simple. From his inauguration on, Abbott Lawrence Lowell, the president of
the university from 1909 to 1933, had emphasized his intent to reduce “social class
segregation” at the college. 76 In 1915, the university required all freshmen, with the
exception of Black students, to live on campus.77 In 1921, students and alumni began
questioning the policy, and the rumor was that the college would eventually ban African
American students altogether. By 1922, alumni circulated a petition against the exclusion
of Black students. In 1923, when Roscoe Conkling Bruce requested accommodation for
his son, the answer came directly from President Lowell. Since “residence [was]
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compulsory” in Freshman Halls, he had to be understanding. According to Lowell, it was
certainly impossible to force “men of different races to reside together.” 78 The President
made a subtle distinction between segregation of the residence halls and the university.
He claimed that educational facilities were open to all but that social relationships needed
to remained separated.79 A similar policy applied to women who studied at Radcliffe
College.80 Black women were only later allowed in the dormitories if they could find
other Black students with whom they could share their rooms.
For Black students, the insult went further than housing accommodation. When
African American Mary Gibson enrolled at Radcliffe in 1913, she needed financial aid.81
Unlike most Black women attending the college, Gibson was not from the Greater Boston
area. Born to college educated parents, she had graduated from the prestigious Dunbar
High School in Washington, D.C. The recent death of her father had left her family in
need. Determined to offer her daughter the best education possible, Gibson’s mother
decided to relocate from the nation’s capital to Cambridge.82 Although her housing
situation had been settled, Mary could not start attending her classes until she had paid
her tuition. Armed with the best credentials and great recommendations, she hoped to
secure a scholarship which would support her throughout the year. However, as her
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recommenders pointed out, first-year students seldom received scholarships from the
college. Instead, they usually secured employment.
When Dean Bertha Boody offered Mary a domestic work job, both mother and
daughter understood that, even at Radcliffe, Mary would face racial prejudice.83
Outraged, Mary’s mother refused the racist offer, demanding instead that her daughter be
awarded a scholarship or offered another job, more suitable to her daughter’s status. She
did not want Mary to experience the same limitations that she had experienced in the
South. Mrs. Gibson soon secured work in Boston and her daughter found a part-time
position. Mary refused the scholarship that she was offered in her second year, shedding
light on the tensions between Radcliffe President LeBaron Russell Briggs and Dean
Boody. If Briggs found the college’s actions toward Mary to be “harsh and unnatural,”
Boody refused to entertain the idea of a scholarship, even saying that she would be
ashamed if the college gave one to Gibson. 84 The claim that giving in would hurt
Southern sensitivities acted as the basis for discrimination against Black Students.
Boston’s racism, however, remained somewhat hidden from the public eye, the reputation
of the area’s school system remaining intact through the first decades of the twentieth
century.
Mary Jones, Melnea’s mother, enrolled her daughter in school soon after their arrival
in the city. Melnea’s time in the Boston’s education system, however, was cut short. In
1906, her mother suddenly passed away. Ella, Mary’s sister, took on the burden of raising
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the three young girls, Melnea, Elizabeth, and Emmazetta, who were respectively ten,
seven years, and eighteen-months old when their mother passed away.85 Ella had been
living with the family prior to Mary’s death, dividing her time between the family’s and
her employer’s homes. Soon, however, she felt that the girls’ needs were not fulfilled. In
fact, she felt that her nieces needed a real “headquarters.” 86 “My father didn’t seem to
know how to conduct things or manage things,” Melnea argued, looking back.87 Ella did
not like how things were going for the girls. Since she could not be at the house on a full
time basis, Albert had asked one of their neighbors to help during the day. The
arrangement lasted for a few years until aunt Ella started to feel that the girls were
receiving proper care. Even with the extra help, the burden of raising three little girls
while maintaining full-time jobs proved to be more challenging than Albert had
expected. 88 To give the girls more stability, Ella convinced him that Melnea and Elizabeth
would benefit from in a more stable home, with the Smith family, in Newburyport, a
small town on the North Shore. She trusted that Amy Smith, a white lady for whom she
had worked for years during the summers, would offer them all that she could and take
good care of them.89 But when Melnea graduated from grammar school, at age twelve or
thirteen, the family faced another dilemma; what should the young teenager do next?
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Even in Boston, African Americans rarely pursued an education past grammar school.
High school attendance rates among Black students over the age of fifteen years old
resembled those of immigrant teenagers of the same age.90 Both groups were twice as
likely to leave school at an early age than their white Yankee counterparts. In fact, census
data could lead us to believe that African Americans simply left schools following their
graduated from grammar school. Yet, while this could be the case for a fair proportion of
the community’s students, another trend could explain part of those numbers.
Although students came to Boston to study, a fair proportion of young men and
women later left the city to further their studies or work as a teacher in the South. Little is
known as to why women return to the South to pursue further studies. It is possible to
think that some did so for financial reasons. Schools in the Boston area were expensive
and offered little financial aid to their students. It is equally probable that young Black
women also took advantage of, or were encouraged to consider, the network of Black
colleges established in the South during the Reconstruction. These schools offered an
industrial education which would allow them to support themselves and their families,
notwithstanding their marital status. Portia Washington, the eldest daughter of Booker T.
Washington, for example, spent several years studying in the white preparatory schools of
the Greater Boston area. Upon graduation, she enrolled at the Tuskegee Institute, a
private institution founded by her father, where she took domestic arts and traditional
90
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academic classes. Angelina Weld Grimké, daughter of Archibald Grimké, the second
African American man to graduate from Harvard Law School, faced a similar dilemma
when she graduated from Cushing Academy, in Ashburnham, Massachusetts. Reminding
her that she was approaching her twenties and that she had “no more time to waste,”
Grimké, though a proponent of liberal education, warned his daughter than she needed
not to dream about college. Instead, she needed to find a trade to support herself. 91 She
finally decided to enroll at the Boston Normal School of Gymnastics, later renamed the
Department of Hygiene, of Wellesley College.92 Upon graduation, she moved South to
Washington D.C., with her father, and began teaching English at the newly opened
Armstrong Manual Training School. A few years later, she joined the ranks of the renown
Dunbar High School. Melnea followed a similar path, returning to the South at the age
twelve or thirteen.
Following her graduation from grammar school in Newburyport, Melnea’s father and
aunt arranged for the family to finally visit their relatives in Richmond, Virginia. They
had saved every penny that their could in order to amass the money necessary for such an
endeavor, taking extra work as they could. During the summer, her Richmond relatives
offered Melnea a way to get a “little more education” than she could receive in Boston.93
Ella, Albert, and Melnea soon hopped on a train to go visit the Saint Francis de Sales
High School for Colored Girls in Rock Castle, a few miles northwest of Richmond.
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In 1899, Mother Katherine Drexel of Philadelphia founded the Saint Francis de Sales
High School to provide education for underprivileged African and Native American girls.
Far from carrying a unique mission, the Saint Francis school was part of a larger
Northern missionary and philanthropic effort to bring education to African Americans in
the South in the second half of the nineteenth century. Northern philanthropists and
missionaries saw education as a tool for advancement, yet could only reach a fraction of
the Southern Black children.94 In the last quarter of the century, schooling for African
American children south of the Mason-Dixon line was still extremely limited. Most of the
public schools for Black children were overcrowded and in deplorable conditions. 95
Terms were short due to the agricultural demands and the needs for children’s
contribution to the family income. Public schools rarely offered classes past the sixth or
seventh grades.96 The lack of funding, facilities, and qualified teachers led some
communities to become extremely creative in their quest for education. Members of the
communities opened schools in the most unusual locations; abandoned buildings, stables,
even billiard rooms served as temporary learning institutions. 97 When neither teachers nor
schools were available, parents relied on private schooling to provide their children with
a basic education, increasing the financial burden on the shoulders of already
impoverished families.98 In this light, colleges, religious institutions, and northern
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philanthropic organizations attempted to palliate the shortcomings of the system.99
However, as historians argued, the political motivations of the communities, to educate
their children to further their emancipation, often conflicted with the goals of Northern
philanthropists who rarely agreed on the role of education for Black pupils.100 The nuns
of the Blessed Sacrament were among the few proponents of liberal education and
furthermore, of liberal education for Black females.
The Saint Francis de Sales High School offered a rigorous curriculum to prepare high
achieving women for college. This mission required a meticulous selection process for
both the school personnel and the students. In order to teach at the missionary schools,
nuns received extensive training on the mission of the different establishments.101 Only
the best and most qualified of them made their way to the school. Selected pupils were
held to the same standards. Each year, the nuns selected a small group of
“underprivileged girls” based on their financial needs and their achievements.102
Considering that most of the children suffered from abject poverty and could rarely rely
on their families’ financial support, Katherine Drexel used her inheritance to provide
scholarships to her students.103
Despite its financial independence, the school officials had to take into consideration
the socio-economic system in which the institution operated. Despite their adhesion to
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liberal arts education, the Saint Francis de Sales teachers developed a curriculum which
combined both industrial and liberal arts training. Melnea described the program as one
“which taught you not only how to work […], but also to live.”104 She argued that the
nuns provided their students with a direction in life, acting simultaneously as the girls
mothers, confidents, teachers, and religious advisors.105 They had no hope of changing
their students’ religious beliefs, hence aimed to change their lives.106
In the end, the combined curriculum was a pragmatic choice. At the time of the
school foundation, the debate between the proponents of industrial and those of liberal
arts training was raging. On one side, W.E.B. Du Bois promoted classic liberal arts
education to help advance the race. On the other, Booker T. Washington rationalized
industrial education as a more appropriate type of education for the South. Both had the
same goal, the advancement of the race, but operated from two distinct geographical and
personal vintage points. When the sisters of the Blessed Sacrament developed their
program, they not only had to consider the needs of their pupils, poverty-stricken young
Black Southern women, but also their trajectories. Due to the limited opportunities
imposed by their race and gender, most of the students would become mothers, run a
house, work as domestics, in the fields, or in similar lines of work. With that in mind,
they believed that their students should still study Mathematics, Spanish, French, Latin,
History, and Geography, but that they also needed to master domestic sciences. They had
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to learn how to cook, take care of the house, wait tables, sew, and plan.107 They learned
self-sufficiency, to make do with little resources, and, as Melnea put it, “how to get the
best out of [their] money.”108 However, education was only one of the many elements
which shaped the young students.
For many young women, the development of racial consciousness and the positive
influence of members of their community led to their growth as activists. A Daytona
Beach native, Lucy Mitchell, née Miller, benefited from an education similar to the one
offered at the Saint Francis school when she attended the Daytona Normal and Industrial
Institute for Girls. Founded by Mary McLeod Bethune in 1904, the school aimed to fill a
gap in Florida’s education system.109 Until 1912, according to Lucy, only three or four
public high schools offered admission to Black students in the entire state.110 The Black
church had attempted to fill the gap with by opening private schools. Their limited
intervention, however, could not compensate for the lack of public establishments.
In this context, not only did Bethune want to fulfill a need, she also chose Daytona as
the location of her school for political reasons. The city was host to flourishing Black
businesses. She knew that she could gather the support of the Black community and of
the wealthy white northerners living in the city during the winter. While she could count
on their support, she also knew that violence against African Americans was a common
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occurrence in the city.111 The local chapter of the Ku Klux Klan and their sympathizers
made considerable efforts “to keep blacks in their place” and spared no violence in order
to do so.112
The school became a political hub where young women learn the ropes of community
leadership. Mary McLeod Bethune wanted to provide her students with a rich education
and character building.113 Yet, this learning experience was thought as a reciprocal
relationship. Bethune was said to have sold pies and ice cream, spoken at church
meetings, and gathered all of the supplies necessary for the girls to learn, sometimes even
making them with her own hands. She rallied the help of everyone in the surrounding
Black community, from the professionals to the parents, who gave a hand either by
supporting the fundraisers, sewing, or even building the furniture required by the
school.114 In return, Bethune “drilled into her students [the] obligation to help the less
fortunate of [their] people.” 115 If the institution gave the girls a place to learn social
graces, it also became the symbol of resistance against racial oppression. Seen by her
students as a compassionate, patient, and tender woman, Bethune also showed her
toughness against intimidation and violence.
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In the 1920s, at the height of Ku Klux Klan presence in Florida, Mary McLeod
Bethune faced the wrath of the supremacist organization.116 In November 1922, on the
night before the midterm election, the Klan returned to the school to intimidate Black
voters once again.117 At the time, two candidates ran for office. One promoted an alliance
with African American voters and a school for Black children. The other received the
endorsement of the Ku Klux Klan whose members had been omnipresent in the civic and
electoral life of the city.118 The night before the election, Lucy Mitchell, who had returned
to teach at the school for a few years, had taken the students off campus to give a concert
and to talk about the school to community members. While at the event, she received an
unexpected phone call from an alarmed Bethune. “Lucy, bring the students home
immediately,” she said, without any explanation as to why they had to come back.119
Lucy knew better than to argue. She gathered all of the students and headed to the school
right away. It should have taken only a few minutes for Lucy and the children to cross the
bridge separating the beach area and the mainland. However, after being held up on for
approximately a half hour, she leaned over the car window, and asked other drivers what
was causing the delay. One responded, dumfounded that Lucy had no idea. “Don’t you
know, the Ku Klux Klan is marching tonight,” they told her.120 When the three vehicles
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reached the campus, the teachers went directly to Bethune who gave them strict orders.
They were to get the students to safety in their dormitories and to put them to sleep. They
were not to share what was happening with the pupils. Bethune had learned that the Klan
had planned on marching on campus and threatened to set buildings on fire in retaliation
for the community’s support of the progressive candidate. Trying to be reassuring, she
told the faculty that God would not let that happen. She then said that she was “going to
be there to protect this campus.”121
Bethune’s attitude and courage during the events became a life-long inspiration for
Lucy. At that time, Bethune had rallied many supporters, Black and white, to protect the
campus. As the Klan approached, they took position. Bethune stood strong in the
quadrangle, her arms folded on her chest. 122 She could not let her anxiety be seen. She
saw them approaching, torches in hand, and expected the worst. However, nothing was as
expected. At one point, Lucy understood. Mary McLeod Bethune’s presence intimidated
the Klan members. The hooded men marched up to the quadrangle, and without breaking
ranks, walked out through the other entrance to the campus.123 With the immediate
danger averted, the teachers went to their quarters. The morning came quickly. At 6
o’clock, after a night of intimidation and fear, nearly 500 registered Black voters from
Daytona made their way to the polls to cast their ballots. “They were there, led by Mrs
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Bethune to the polling booth,” Lucy recalled. “They voted their man in and they got their
high school.”124
While those events might seem far distant from Boston, they were at the origins of
Lucy’s and Melnea’s activism. Neither of them could forget the lynchings and oppression
that they and their families had seen in the South. Neither could they forget their trainings
when, every day, one would remind them to work for the less fortunate, and that “any
work is honest, however humble.” 125
Coming of age at the turn of the century, these women had a new role in their
communities. They were part of a generation who would tirelessly challenge the Jim
Crow laws. They were the “New Negro.” However, the expectations were not only theirs.
Mrs Bethune was clear when she told Lucy about her expectation. “I want my mantle of
leadership to fall on you,” she told her student, “you have been selected to give services
to your people.”126 And Lucy was “not allowed to forget it.” The experiences that they
had acquired in the South solidified their desire to help at home, in the North. They later
drew on the political strategies that they had learned in order to transform their
neighborhood.
When Melnea and Lucy returned to Boston permanently, in 1914 and 1923
respectively, both women saw the contradiction between the life that they had hoped for
and the harsh reality of the city. Despite being legally integrated, Boston was plagued by
an unspoken yet pernicious segregation. When Melnea started looking for a job, she
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realized that finding appropriate work would be much more difficult than she had
expected. After a few unsuccessful attempts at working as a clerk in some of the shops
downtown, she came to terms with the fact that she should look for a job that, “they used
to have colored people doing.” 127 Her options were limited; she could be a “maid in the
beauty parlor, or in the restaurant, or help to clean off tables,” as this type of employment
was traditionally reserved to African Americans workers. She was not interested in the
long hours, low pay, and the interactions with the public. Instead, she opted for her
second best option and started working as a domestic for some of the wealthy families in
town.128 Domestic work might have been less prestigious than working in a store
downtown, however, it sometimes offered better working conditions.
In order to protect themselves, Black domestic workers talked among each other,
identifying the best families for whom to work. These informal conversations allowed
workers to know who paid well, which families respected their workers, and what type of
conditions they could expect. They would know if families allowed their employees to go
home at night, gave them days off, and how much work they demanded. Through these
connections, Melnea head of other young women who made good money working on the
Cape during the summer. Several wealthy families from Boston had summer houses in
Hyannis or Martha’s Vineyard. Craving the adventure, she decided to “try [her] luck.” 129
A gamble at first, working in one of the largest tourist towns on Cape Cod offered
some advantages to the workers. Although seasonal, workers could secure employment
127
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from one year to the other. During the summer, Black women could work as domestics
while supplementing their income as servers or by rendering other services. Once the
tourist season was over, families often hired their summer employees to work at their
Boston residence during the cold months. In most cases, employers provided room and
board in both locations to their employees. When Melnea started working at the Inn in
Hyannis, she resided in the “beautiful cottage” where she and other workers lived. 130 The
following summer, she took a position as a live-in domestic worker for the Andrew sisters
on the Cape. She combined her income as a waitress at the inn and the work that she did
at their home to save more money. However, she quickly grew tired of the redundant
work.131 A young woman, she wanted to explore other opportunities and see what she
could find in the city. 132
Lucy had come to the city while her family was moving from the South. One of her
brothers had graduated from high school and wanted to further his education in the
North.133 “He had heard from Northeastern University and had persuaded my mother to
come up here and keep house for the family,” she explained, linking her family’s
migration to the desire to pursue educational opportunities.134 Founded as the Evening
Institute for Young Men, a division of the Huntington Avenue YMCA, Northeastern
University had received the power to grant degrees from the Massachusetts legislature
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earlier that year. 135 Following the tradition of the Evening Institute for Young Men, the
University allowed YMCA workers to enroll part-time, taking classes on Saturdays and at
night, while still working full-time during the day.136
However, unlike her brother, Lucy wanted to return to the South to pursue her college
education. She had been offered a four year scholarship and could choose among the best
colleges. She had considered Howard, Spelman, and Talladega.137 She did not make up
her mind until the spring of 1918, when she attended a YWCA conference in Atlanta. At
the conference, Juliette Derricotte, the YWCA secretary of the National Student Council,
led the student portion of the conference.138 According to Lucy, Derricotte was a
“dedicated ‘Talladegan,’”139 Following the conference, Lucy chose the small Alabama
liberal arts college as her alma mater. After all, the oldest historically Black college
offered a nationally recognized curriculum which guaranteed students mobility and an
easier admission to law, medical, professional, and graduate schools.140 In addition,
students could take advantage of an incredible number of opportunities ranging from the
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arts to public speaking, clubs, and missionary projects. Spending her school years in the
heart of Alabama, Lucy came back to Boston during the summer to visit her family.
Having spent most of her life in the South, Lucy experienced a severe culture shock
once she established herself in Boston permanently. She had grown up in a word immerse
in religious fervor and imagery. She went to revival meetings with her grandmother,
listened to pastors who preached “these fire and brimstone sermons,” and hoped “that the
devil would not break through to come and take [her].” 141 At the Industrial Training
School for Negro Girls in Daytona, Mary McLeod Bethune had changed some of the
“social practices in the community.”142 On Sundays, she would invite townspeople to
come to the campus to attend “lovely meetings.” As time went by, not only did Black
Daytonans go, white residents also attended. Soon, they all came together, “singing
spirituals,” “enjoy[ing] the beautiful folk music of America,” and listening to “an inspired
Negro woman share her deep religious experiences with them.” In a non-segregated
auditorium, in spite of the policies of the South, Blacks and whites came together to
discuss their hopes, desires, and projects for the community.143
Black Southerners often found their acculturation to the North difficult. Historians
often attributed the difficulties to the distinct Southern cultural practices, such as food,
clothing and religious traditions. Some even argued that the remaining family ties in their
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home state contributed to their “incomplete acculturation.”144 In Boston, the tensions also
took roots in the reaction of the Black and white city natives who could not, or did not
want to, understand Black Southern culture. In return, Lucy could not understand why
Bostonians frowned upon “Negro Spirituals.” Until the 1920s, she rarely heard anyone
sing them in the Boston area. In fact, she felt that Black Bostonians looked down upon
those who dared sing folks songs. She argued that, “nothing that reminded blacks of
slavery was accepted” in Boston.145 Like W.E.B. Du Bois, Lucy associated the spirituals
to her roots.146
Lucy attributed those tensions to the Northerners’ lack of first hand experience with
the Southern life. In fact, she felt that their ignorance prevented them from truly
understanding regional cultural differences. For example, she highlighted the conflict
between W.E.B. Du Bois, William Monroe Trotter, and Booker T. Washington as a prime
example of these tension between Southerners and Northerners. This conflict went further
than distinct education philosophies, Washington being a proponent of industrial
education, while Du Bois and Trotter advocated liberal arts education. DuBois’s concept
of the “talented tenth” resonated with the Bostonian reality, as it legitimized the Black
leader’s position in the city’s social structure. However beneficial, this position limited
the Northern leaders’ understanding of the Southern reality. In fact, Lucy believed that,
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without first-hand experience, the Black elite could not or refused to understand the
pressures and discrimination that their Southern counterparts experienced daily. They
lived in two worlds, one where a Black man could vote, work, and live without
harassment, and another where one’s life was threatened, where violence was common
place, and where political power was out of reach.

During the first decade of the century, the city of Boston was in ebullition. The
election of the first Irish American mayor, John F. Fitzgerald in 1906, and his reelection
in 1910, reminded all Bostonians that the tensions between Irish and Yankees still existed.
Progressive reformers attempted to address the Protestants’ concerns over spoils and the
encroachment of power by the Irish political machine through redistricting and, in 1909,
through a new city charter.147 The charter dismantled the eighty-seven ward-based
bicameral city council, replacing it with a nine-member Aldermen council, elected at
large. This new charter promised a greater access to power among minority groups.148
However, the redistricting and the slow influx of migrants had the opposite effect.
Instead, Black Bostonians’ political power diminished dramatically. Until 1885, they did
not have sufficient numbers to gain representation in any of the wards where the majority
of them lived. In 1885, they finally reached a majority in the West End, making it
impossible for the Irish and Yankees to ignore their voice. Under the first Irish Mayor of
Boston, Hugh O'Brien, several Black Bostonians held positions at the city and state
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levels. Yet, a decade later, redistricting restricted their access to power once again.149 In
1895, the West End Ward 9 was separated into two entities; a part was annexed to the
predominantly Democratic Ward 8 while the other portion was attached to the Republican
Ward 11. Following the redistricting, African Americans lost the ability to shape political
outcomes for the community. By 1920s, as racism and nativism increased exponentially
in the North, Black Bostonians held little direct political power in the city.
This lack of representation led them to rekindle their historical relationship with the
Republican party, the party that a majority of African American had supported since the
Civil War.150 As a result, Boston’s civil rights leadership became the prerogative of a
small interracial elite. At the turn of the century, the descendants and spiritual heirs of the
abolitionists still occupied the forefront of the movement. Frederick Douglass passed
away in 1895 but his political legacy lived on for several years following his death.
Influential suffragist and founder of the Women’s Era Club, Josephine Saint Pierre Ruffin
remained active until her death in 1924. She was the widow of George Ruffin, the first
African American to graduate from Harvard Law School, to be elected to the Boston City
Council, and to be appointed judge in the United States.151 In addition, the influence of a
group of white Yankees, which included Henry Cabot Lodge, suffragists Lucy Stone and
her daughter Alice Stone Blackwell, and William Lloyd Garrison’s son Francis Jackson
Garrison, guided the tactics and strategies of the civil rights leadership.
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William Monroe Trotter, the son of a Union Army veteran, saw his influence grow
tremendously in Boston and nationally during the first decade of the twentieth century.
Born in slavery in Mississippi, Trotter’s father had been a fierce activist throughout his
life, fighting for equal pay in the army, denouncing racial discrimination in civil service
jobs, and fighting for overall equality. When William was seven months old, his family
moved to Boston. He grew up surrounded by civil rights activists. Gifted academically,
he graduated valedictorian from Hyde Park High School and went to Harvard College to
study liberal arts. He graduated magna cum laude in 1895. As a young adult, he became
acquainted with African American activist and lawyer Archibald Henry Grimké, whose
family, his aunts Sarah and Angelina, as well as his daughter Angelina Weld Grimké,
lived in Boston. In 1901, he collaborated with George Forbes, a 1892 Amherst College
graduate and activist, to establish the newspaper The Guardian.152
Trotter gained notoriety for his opposition to Booker T. Washington’s views. In July
1903, the two men came head to head in what was later called the “Boston Riot.” 153 In
1902, The Boston Guardian accused Washington of perpetuating a “system of caste
education.”154 In fact, Trotter felt that Washington’s accommodationist policies had led to
African Americans’ loss of status in the South. Furthermore, he argued that Tuskegee’s
industrial education had hindered the progress of the race and ultimately disfranchised
Black men. Trotter shared W.E.B. Du Bois’s disapproval of Washington’s views. While
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Du Bois appeared as a middle-ground between Trotter and Washington, the publication of
the Souls of Black Folk in 1903 framed the discussion of the two opposing factions. Du
Bois no longer saw Washington solely as an educator but as a political boss whose
influence could not be denied.155 After declining invitations for several months,
Washington finally accepted an engagement to speak at the African Methodist Episcopal
Church on the corner of Columbus Avenue and Northampton Street in Boston, on July
30th, 1903.156 Trotter assembled an audience among those he considered the most radical
in Boston. As soon as Washington was introduced, the crowd hooted him down.157 That
night Trotter was arrested for inciting the disturbance. The situation, however, was far
more complex than reported in the newspapers. Trotter was not the instigator of the
events. Du Bois, who did not arrive in Boston in time for the event, later wrote a letter
supporting Trotter. Newspapers reported that Boston’s radical African Americans had lost
ground in the midst of the situation. A historian note that Washington’s followers vowed
to get their revenge after the incident, targeting the Boston crew in many ways during the
months following the Boston Riot.158
The clash between Washington’s and Trotter’s supporters reflected the tensions in
Boston’s civil rights movements, especially after the Southern migration. Boston’s civil
rights activists isolated themselves from the Southern migrants. Their position as
educated men led them to try to speak the language of the white-middle class and the
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political elite. Some Black leaders used their privilege as a tool to change the political
and judicial landscape for their class, instead of addressing day-to-day issues faced by the
majority of Black Boston. Southerners, who traditionally accepted or even embraced
Washington’s view, understood that, while the façade of submission appeased the
Southern white political class, activism mostly took place at the grassroots level.
From 1915 to 1920, the strategies employed by Boston’s civil rights elite proved less
effective and forced the Black community to reconsider its methods and its leadership. As
a result, women launched a neighborhood-based, grassroots organization of the
movement. This transition gave agency to the working-class women who, until then, had
been silenced in an overly male-centric struggle. It also marked the first instance when a
class struggle shaped the strategies of the civil rights movement in the city. The first steps
of this transformation can be seen in the protest against the showing of David W.
Griffith’s new movie The Birth of a Nation.
In the spring of 1915, Boston felt like an extension of the South. The so-called liberal
white city dwellers met the recent influx of African American migrants with increased
hostility and intolerance. In April, the debate surrounding the showing of Griffith’s latest
production, The Birth of a Nation, led the city into a social and legal quagmire.159 The
elite, via the NAACP and Trotter’s National Equal Rights League, launched a campaign

159

Based on Thomas Dixon’s book The Clansmen, David Griffith’s production told the story of two
families, divided by their geographical location and their allegiances during the Civil War and the
Reconstruction era. The depiction of the story as a “true story,” endorsed by President and historian
Woodrow Wilson himself, appealed to people of all corners of the nation and of all social backgrounds,
except for some progressive reformers and African Americans. Their critiques were based on two distinct
points. On one hand, the implicit depiction of sexual acts launched reformers on a crusade for morality. On
the other, the blatant racism of the story in which Griffith represented African Americans as unintelligent
and aggressive was a source of concern among Black activists.
!57

to ban Griffith’s production.160 At the time, African Americans only accounted for
approximately 2% of the city’s population. Since the aldermen had not supported their
plea, the community’s only hope was to convince Irish Mayor, James Michael Curley, to
declare a city-wide ban in order to avoid a worsening of the already difficult race
relations in Boston. Despite all of their efforts, attempts, and arguments, the group met
with frustrating refusal from the mayoral office.
The Boston protests against the showing were far from unique. Griffith’s production
soon became the center of a huge controversy and the target of groups, such as the newly
formed National Association for the Advancement of the Colored People (NAACP),
which launched a nationwide campaign asking for its censorship. In late-January 1915,
the Los Angeles chapter of the organization demanded the mayor’s and the chief of
police’s intervention to ban the movie in Griffith’s city. 161 Both denied their requests,
claiming that the decision rested in the hands of the censorship board. Riots and protests
took place in Chicago, Louisville, Pittsburgh, Newark, and Kansas City. 162 At the time,
only two states banned the movie; censorship boards in Ohio and Kansas used their
discretionary power to prevent the showing.163
In February 1915, the NAACP leadership requested a private viewing in front of the
National Board of Censorship to make a case against the movie. In doing so, they hoped
160
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to voice their opinion and to secure a ban at the national level. Following the viewing,
only a few members were invited to the General Committee meeting.164 The NAACP had
hoped that the Central Committee would support its efforts and requests. However, the
Board of Censorship offered a disappointing compromise. It only requested that Griffith
cut some scenes deemed obscene from the final production. In March 1915, upon
learning that the movie was scheduled to show at the Tremont Theater, Boston’s activists
doubled their efforts to ensure that Griffith’s photoplay would not be allowed in the city.
Scheduled to première on the fiftieth anniversary of the surrender in Appomattox, on
April 9th, 1915, news of the showing garnered mixed reactions. Boston’s press described
the movie as an “epic” production, emphasizing Griffith’s artistic prowess.165 While the
artistic qualities of the movies might have appealed to the masses, Boston’s Black elite,
represented through the local chapter of the NAACP and Trotter’s National Equal Rights
League, lobbied and planned legal actions to force the mayor to censor the movie. On
April 7th, several hundreds members of the Black community attended a public hearing at
the mayor’s office. 166 On the 9th, Irish Catholic Democrat James Michael Curley allowed
the movie to screen, upon Griffith’s promise to cut any scenes “which the Mayor deemed
objectionable.”167
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After deliberations with the city censor and the Police commissioner, Curley
concluded that the film was neither “obscene or immoral” and that it did not “injure the
morals of the community.” 168 The first public showing in Boston was presented in front
of a full house, with a nervous Griffith in attendance. Contrary to the hostile reaction that
he expected, the producer received a warm ovation. “As a work of art,” a reporter from
the Globe argued, “it is so wonderful and so beautiful, and so full of life that it robs one
of the power of criticism.”169 This lack of criticism was specifically the reason as to why
the Civil Rights leaders nation-wide opposed the movie. The Tremont Theater hired
actors to create an immersive experience for the attendees, adding to the difficulty of
separating reality from fiction. From the attendant retrieving the tickets to the young
woman handing the programs, from the ushers to the Union and Confederate soldiers
entertaining the patrons, all of the theater’s employees were dressed in 1860s fashion, and
behaved following the norms of the time.
However, the Black leadership’s fear did not reside in the historical fallacy or the
unfairness of Dixon’s and Griffith’s renditions. It resided in the fact that the movie could
“incite race hatred,” if not censored. 170 First African American appointed as United States
Assistant Attorney General, William H. Lewis, a long time Boston resident, felt that the
movie was Hollywood’s way of “justify[ing] the Southern program for future lynching,”
and of gaining “the approval of the white people of the North.” 171 He warned Bostonians
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that, if they “let them go on” by presenting the movie without any censorship, the
community should “not be surprised to see lynching of colored men on Boston
Common,” a prophecy which almost materialized in 1920.172
The failure of the legal and lobbying strategies led the community to rethink its
methods of action, opting this time for public demonstrations and grassroots organizing.
During a meeting at the People’s Baptist Church on Camden Street on Friday April 16th,
300 Black Bostonians approved a protest against the movie. The previous Wednesday,
young people had been arrested in New York City after being accused of throwing eggs at
the screen where the movie was projected. William Lloyd Garrison Jr. and Sherwin L.
Cook, both grandsons of white abolitionists, attended the meeting. Cook described the
movie as the “commercialization of a pack of lies and misrepresentations.” 173 Heirs of
their grandfathers’ abolitionist views, both took a stand against Griffith’s movie.
At the meeting, the emergence of a distinct female voice marked an important
transition in the civil rights movement. Dr. Alice McKane, a prominent doctor and
teacher recently established in the city, supported Garrison’s view. She disclosed to the
reporter of the Boston Globe that, the “malignant errors” presented in the movie,
“affected her so that she never wished to look again upon white people.”174 After seeing
the movie, McKane “wept for a whole day,” enraged and distraught by the images that
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she had just seen. “It is a crying shame,” she said, ”that the managers of this theater
should be permitted to cram down the throats of white people the bundle of lies contained
in these pictures.”175 The movie had been banned in several suburbs of Boston but, in the
city, the protests led to no avail. 176 During the meeting, the community decided to shift its
strategies to a public demonstration, instead of the legal actions it had pursued so far.
On Saturday, April 17th, at 6 pm, a receptionist at the Boston Globe received a
strange call. A Black woman telephoned the office to request that a reporter be sent to the
Tremont Theater. The woman allegedly said that, “there might be something interesting
happen[sic]” at the theater. 177 The protests in New York City had made the news
nationally, and worried the owners of the theater, who did not want to see eggs thrown or
exploding “stinkpots” in their venue. Given the volatile atmosphere and the lengthy
protests that the city had seen in the previous days, the theater had taken the precaution to
request the help of police officers to maintain order. Two hundred and sixty officers were
dispatched, 200 stayed on the street, while 60 officers, in plain clothes, entered the
premises. Commissioner Stephen O'Meara had requested an additional hundred officers

175

Idem.

176

On the protests against the movie in Boston, see in particular Carter, Everett. “Cultural History Written
with Lightning: The Significance of The Birth of a Nation,” American Quarterly 12, no 3 (1960): 347-357.;
Rogin, Michael. “‘The Sword Became a Flashing Vision’: D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation,”
Representations no 9, Special Issue: American Culture Between the Civil War and World War I (Winter,
1985): 150-195. Gallager, Brian. “Racist Ideology and Black Abnormality in The Birth of a Nation.”
Phylon 43, no 1 (1982): 68-76.; Oliver, Lawrence J. and Terri L. Walker. “James Weldon Johnson’s New
York Age Essays on The Birth of a Nation and the ‘Southern Oligarchy.’” South Central Review 10, no 4
(Winter 1993): 1-17.
177

”’Birth of a Nation’ Causes Near-Riot.” Boston Globe, April 18, 1915.
!62

to work at the Lagrane street station, where protesters would be sent, following their
arrest, to support their colleagues. 178
At 7 o’clock, a group of African American and white protesters gathered on Tremont
street. A few minutes later, they peacefully made their way to the lobby of the theater
where they attempted to buy tickets for the next showing. According to the Globe, the
management had heard that, the previous night, the group had planned to fill the theater
with their supporters, then to “seize and destroy the films, which [were] kept in the
operating box at the back of the orchestra.” According to the newspaper, the protesters
simply wanted to “stop the play by force.”179 The sales of the tickets became a point of
contention between the viewers and the establishment. As soon as the employees heard of
the crowd’s arrival, they closed the box office. Only those who had pre-ordered or had
already bought their tickets were admitted to the showing.180
This turn of events angered the protesters. The message could not be clearer; the
protesters were not welcome at the theater and had to leave promptly. However, they
vehemently refused to vacate the premises. Their version of events differed from the
claims of the management. They noticed that white patrons, unaffiliated with the protest,
were able to purchase entry to the show. Trotter recalled seeing a man purchasing three
178
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tickets, waving them in the air, and addressing the crowd, confirming that the protesters
were facing discrimination. “I’ve got three, you colored people,” said the man, “and if
you want me to get more, I’ll do it.”181 As soon as Trotter accused the management of
racial discrimination, the situation became explosive. Trotter was struck to the jaw by a
police officers in plain clothes. Accusations started flowing. The crowd felt very
“uneasy.” The officers attempted to disperse the protesters in vain. “From 7:30, when the
trouble began, until after 11:30,” reports the Globe, “they stood about there by the
thousands, defying the efforts of the officers to make them ‘move on.’”182 Police officers
arrested a total of eleven people. Among the detainees were two women and nine men,
including Reverend Aaron W. Puller, of the People’s Baptist Church, and William
Monroe Trotter.183
The next day, approximately one thousand men and women “a large majority
colored” crowded Faneuil Hall. The Globe reported that “an overflow of 500 or more
gathered in the square outside,” and protested for three hours, listening to speakers who,
once done giving their speech inside the hall, repeated their message outside, where the
rest of the crowd stood. At the meeting, leaders decided that “everybody present was to
be at the State House,” the next morning, “between 9 and 10 to petition Gov[ernor] Walsh
to adopt some means of stopping the play.”184 As promised, a crowd of “several thousand
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colored people and a few whites” stood in front a sympathetic Governor who listened to
their plea, and promised action.185 A few days later, Judge Dowd, appointed to rule on the
movie, ordered additional scenes to be cut.186 Unfortunately, he decided not to ban the
“photoplay” as expected by the Boston and national NAACP leadership. The next day,
the governor place the problem in the Mayor’s and the Police Commissioner’s lap.187 In
response to the lack of support and deflection from the authorities, Butler Wilson of the
NAACP sadly concluded that, “when we go to the Mayor of Boston, we are
chloroformed by promises.” He then added that when they appealed to the Police
Commissioner, they were also told that “he [too] was lacking in authority.”188
Earlier in its history, Boston had a reputation for riots. However, by the twentieth
century, the city had become one of the quietest urban centers when compared to its
Midwest and East Coast counterparts. Historians and sociologists argue that riots
occurred when people could not find other channels to vent their frustrations. They
resorted to violence only when they had exhausted all other means of expression. 189 In

185

One has to remember that a few thousands represents a large number of African American in Boston. In
1915, 15,581 African Americans lived in the city. Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics. The Decennial
Census. (Boston: Wright & Potter Print. Co., 1915): 194.
186

Moorfield Storey, lawyer and President of the NAACP, proposed to use Chapter 212 of the Laws of the
Commonwealth of Massachuserrs, on “Crimes against Chastity, Morality, Decency, and Good Order” in
order to stop the movie. The law, amended in 1910, made liable “whoever as manager, director, agent or in
any other capacity proposes, advertises, gives, presents or participates in any lewd, obscene, indecent,
immoral or impure show or entertainment. In fact Storey had hope to use Boston’s reputation of censorship,
the famous “Banned in Boston” in order to suppress the movie presentation. As a second option, he
proposed that the movie be banned on the grounds of it being a “public nuisance.” “Court to Rule on Photoplay: Decision by Governor After Conference.”
187

Governor Walsh had argued that “Chapter 494 of the Acts of 1908 clearly and unmistakably places upon
the Police Commission and the Mayor of the city of Boston the sole power of deciding what of a theatrical
nature is immoral, obscene or tends to injure the morals of the community.” Idem.
188

”Starts Hearing without Delay,” Boston Globe, April 21, 1915.

189

Tager, Boston Riots, 3-5.
!65

this sense, the April 17th riot was a textbook example of “communal violence.” It
involved people whose voice, so far, had not been heard. When the sale of the tickets to
the show ended, the crowd had two choices. They could either let the show go on or they
could challenge the “‘public order’ in carrying out their private purpose.”190 The women,
however, saw an opportunity to resolve the situation which did not involve violence
against their community. From that point forward, they transformed the energy of the
crowd into a more productive type of organization.
Olivia Ward Bush-Banks, a contributor to the Colored America, poet, artist and, a
single mother of two, organized a meeting in response to the arrests. After almost a
month of unsuccessful protests, she had had enough.191 The situation was clear. The
mayor and city officials did not deem it necessary to intervene for the civil rights of their
citizens, police officers used unjustifiable force against the protesters, and the men
leading the actions did not seem to have enough political power to change the course of
events. On the unusually hot Sunday afternoon in Boston, she assembled 800 black
women at the Twelfth Baptist Church, on Shawmut Avenue in the heart of Roxbury.192
Of African American and Native descent, Bush-Banks was born in 1869. She grew up
in New Rochelle, New York, where she lived with her aunt. At a young age, Banks
embraced her dual identity, becoming a member of the civil rights circles while
simultaneously fighting for the rights of Native Americans. In 1889, at age twenty, she
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married Frank Bush, a tailor from Columbia, South Carolina. Divorced in 1895, she
shrugged off her relationship as a “domestic misfortune.”193 Sole provider for her two
daughters and her aunt, she moved between Boston and Providence, taking menial jobs to
support her family.194 In Boston, she became the assistant drama director for the Robert
Gould Shaw Community House, contributed to the Colored American, and worked the
literary editor of the Citizen magazine.195 It is in her role as a member of the Northeastern
Federation of Women’s Clubs that she decided to fight against police brutality and
discrimination in 1915.
Her concern was shared by the majority of women in the community. “The meeting
was one of the largest gathering of colored women ever assembled in this city,” noted the
reporter of the Globe.196 “The speeches rang with determination and enthusiasm ran high
when the whole gathering sang ‘The Fight is On,’ ‘Hold the Forth for I am Coming,’ and
‘Onward Christian Soldier.’”197 Beyond simply asking for the movie to be banned, the
women assembled at the church demanded the action of the community on larger issues.
Although the church seemed filled to capacity, some of the 900 seats were vacant,
seemingly awaiting those who arrived late to the meeting. The center of the underground
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railroad, the “almost square church” served as a meeting place for the community and
their out of town guests.198
At the meeting, vice-president Alice McKane informed the attendees of the dangers
of creating a precedent by their inaction. “If discrimination is made because we are
black,” she argued, “soon there will be religious and racial discrimination and that would
be very dangerous.” They had to show Boston that they were not a “poor helpless set of
black people.”199 While she acknowledged the already complex relationships between the
Boston Brahmins and the Irish Catholic residents of the city, her main concerns was the
increase in racial tensions in the urban center. The women’s leadership understood that
the movie, as an object of popular amusement, could incite race hatred and violence. It
was also clear that lynching and the Jim Crow laws could not be seen as Southern
exception anymore. It was a question of racial dynamics instead of a regionalized plague.
Discussing the movie, the protests, and Curley’s inaction, McKane drew attention to the
fact that, “if this thing is humiliating to us it should be doubly humiliating to the white
people.” In consequence, she stressed that, “if [the community] can't get rid of [the
movie] by fair means it will be by foul means,” stressing that African American women
were ready to cross some boundaries.200
Minnie Wright, a Black suffragist, encouraged the participation of other women by
using the language of the abolitionist legacy known to reformers of the era. “What pride
is it for me to say that I was born in Boston if I am put in bondage in my home?” asked
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Wright to the audience. As many historians highlighted, the concept of the “free Negro”
constituted one of the core elements of Black Bostonians’ identity and pride. Being a
Black Bostonian even “count[ed] as an element of advantage,” argued social worker John
Daniels in his Boston study, completed in 1904. 201 To others, the abolitionist legacy led to
a deep sense of belonging to the city. Boston had been the abolitionist center and, its
residents, the pioneers of the emancipation movement.202 When Wright added, “let me
take back that I was born in this city until Boston clears her name,” she put her identity
on the line. The question was one of life or death. The community was “here to stay in
the fight until God tells us to go home or until we lose our last drop of blood.”203 McKane
used the momentum to make a bolder statement. Aware that most men of the community
preferred to act through the legal and legislative channels and, evidently, could be
intimidated by police officers, she added that, “If there are men here who are afraid to
die, there are women who are not afraid.” 204
After living in the South and experiencing the Jim Crow laws first hand, the women
who had moved to Boston were indeed, not afraid. Alice Woodby McKane was an
emblem of the migration to the city. Unsurprisingly, more is known about Cornelius
McKane, her husband, than about Alice herself. Alice Woodby was born in Bensalem,
Pennsylvania in 1862. Her father, Charles Woodby was a waiter on one of the Steven’s
family steamboat operating on the Delaware River, between New York City and
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Philadelphia, in the 1850s.205 At the time of Alice’s birth, Charles was a paid laborer.
Alice’s mother, Elizabeth, was twelve years younger than her husband. By the age of
seven, Alice lost both of her parents. During the same period, she lost her eyesight for
three years, possibly due to an infection.206
Despite the difficulties experienced by her family, Alice was a good student. She
attended public schools in her hometown. In 1880, she lived in a boarding house in
Philadelphia where she worked as a servant, most likely to save the money necessary to
further her studies. From 1883 to 1886, she attended the Hampton Institute, in Hampton
Virginia. She came back to her home state in 1886 and enrolled at the Institute for
Colored Youth in Philadelphia, where she earned her Bachelor’s degree with high honors
in 1889.207 She joined the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania the following
September. Winning prizes in English, literature and science, she received her medical
degree with high honors in 1892. For Alice Woodby, a medical degree represented an
opportunity to help her community. Shortly after graduating, she moved to Augusta,

205 A lot

of the information about Alice’s origins is contradictory. The census, contrary to what has been
found in the reprinted sources, place her date of birth as 1862 and not as 1865 as previously cited.
According to the 1860 U.S. Census, her parents lived in Bensalem, PA, a short distance out of Philadelphia,
and not in Bridgewater, which is a suburb of Pittsburg. She would have had an older brother, William, born
in 1857 or 1858.
206 A number

of diseases, mostly curable with the advances in medical sciences, were responsible for
causing blindness in the 19th century. Example range from sexually transmitted diseases, such as gonorrhea
or syphilis, to infections such as smallpox, scarlet fever, measles or meningitis. Epidemiologists noted an
increase in cases of fatal scarlet fever in the United States, between 1825 and 1885. The epidemics
particularly affected urban areas, where Alice Woodby’s family lived. It is possible that her parents died of
the disease which blinded their daughter. Her brother William seems to have escaped the family’s fate. I
located him in Bensalem in 1880 and in 1930, in Boston, living with his sister. Kratz, Alan, and David M
Morens. “Severe Streptococcal Infections in Historical Perspective.” Clinical Infectious Diseases 14, no. 1
(1992): 298-307.; Elmore, C J. “Black Medical Pioneers in Savannah, 1892-1909: Cornelius McKane and
Alice Woodby McKane.” The Georgia Historical Quarterly 88 (2004): 179-196
207

Elmore, “Black Medical Pioneers,” 184.
!70

Georgia to become the state’s first Black female physician. In this capacity, she also
taught nursing, physics, and chemistry to Black students.208
Once settled in Georgia, she met Cornelius McKane, a fellow physician and surgeon,
who had received his degree from the University of Vermont Medical College. The only
African American of his graduating class, Cornelius had moved to Savannah, Georgia,
where he opened a practice in his private residence at 107 Montgomery Street.209
Allegedly of noble descent and the grandson of an African king, Cornelius had dreams of
going back to his roots to practice medicine in Africa.210 With the help of three Black
colleagues, he formed the Southern Medical Association in 1892. Soon after meeting, the
couple decided to join their destiny. As noted in the Savannah Tribune, “Miss Doctor
Alice Woodby of Augusta, Georgia, [was] soon to be Dr. Alice McKane.”211
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The couple worked together to found the first Black nursing school in Georgia, the
McKane Training School for Nurses, which opened in 1893 at 202 Liberty Street, in
downtown Savannah.212 Alice became the principal, coordinating both the academic and
the administrative aspects of the institution. She coupled her expectations for rigorous
training to her husband’s missionary desires in the school’s curriculum. She instituted an
entrance test, in order to recruit the best candidates possible, by evaluating their
command of English, mathematics, and geography. Once the candidates were accepted,
the fee schedule was flexible. Regular tuition was $4 per month, paid in advance, for
most students. They could receive room and board for a dollar or two weekly. Those who
wished to do missionary work in Africa could enroll free of charge while theology
students only had to pay half price for tuition. 213
Yet, as their work increased at the school, Cornelius’s desire to go to Africa grew as
well. He became interested in the emigration of freedmen to the African continent. He
persuaded Alice to move to Monrovia, Liberia, to establish a hospital and to teach.214 The
left Savannah in May 1895, stopping by New York City to purchase quantities of supplies
and goods necessary for the establishment of the hospital. They began their journey to
Sierra Leone on June 5th. A second steamer took them to Monrovia, Liberia a few days
later.
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In the following months, Alice and Cornelius established the first hospital, built on
the model that they had successfully instituted in Savannah.215 In addition to medical
treatment, the hospital offered pharmacy services and nursing training. In 1896, Alice was
appointed Assistant United States Pension Medical Examiner, serving Civil War veterans
who lived in Liberia. She also quickly became the head of the “Department of Diseases
of Women” at the hospital.216
Despite their success, life in Africa was far from what they had imagined. The
McKanes quickly grew disappointed in the circumstances surrounding the migration
movement to Liberia. A number African Americans fell ill or died from the lack of food
and medical services. Cornelius felt that they lacked preparation for the hardship of
colonization. The McKanes frequent communications with the Savannah Tribune grew
increasingly bitter as they became more aware of the strategies employed by the
organizations which promoted the mass migration movement. In January 1896, Alice and
her daughter fell ill.217 The following month, not even a year after they had left for the
Africa, the McKanes decided to come back to the United States. Resigned, Cornelius
justified leaving by arguing that “Africa has her problems that can best be solved by
native Africans” and that “Negroes must solve the Negro problem in America.” 218
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Upon their return, the McKanes worked to expand the mission of the Training School
for Nurses, this time with a political agenda in mind. They reached out to the community
and to religious and fraternal organizations to finance the hospital. They wanted the
Training school to become a self-sustaining system. The McKane Hospital for Women
and Children and Training School for Nurses would be funded and administered by
members of the community. It would create employment opportunity and provide
services to the Black community. While the hospital thrived under the McKanes’
directorship, it soon ran into financial problems when decisional powers shifted to the
trustees.
At the time, the Board of Trustees requested the City Council’s support and funding,
against the McKanes will. Seen as an attempt to “thwart the efforts of others,” Alice’s and
Cornelius’s desire to limit the city’s involvement in the financial support of their hospital,
alienated many. They quit their positions at the hospital to open a private practice in their
home in Savannah. From this point on, their interactions with their community remained
limited to their roles as doctors, in religious affairs, and as members of the Republican
party. After the Atlanta riots of 1906, Alice and Cornelius grew concerned about their
children’s education. In 1909, they decided to move to Boston. In 1912, Cornelius passed
away, leaving behind his wife and two sons. 219
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moved from the South to Boston, believing that she would find better opportunities for
her children. She had already lost her daughter and her husband. She could not bear the
thought of losing more people to police brutality and discrimination. After all, she had
opted to move to “freedom’s birthplace” for a reason.
At the meeting at the Twelfth Baptist Church, on April 25, 1915, the 800 women
approved a proposal to create “protective league of all colored women of Greater
Boston,” “for the maintenance and the protection of their own civil rights.”220 Under the
presidency of Mrs. Olivia Ward Bush Banks, the vice-presidency of Dr. Alice McKane,
and the additional leadership of Mrs. Minnie Wright, chairwoman of the “vigilance
committee of 100,” the league’s purpose was to monitor the racial question in the city.221
In the past years, Boston had somewhat escaped the rise of intolerance seen in the South.
However, the migration had put pressure on the city and highlighted the patterns of
discrimination against Black Bostonians. Women thought of the league as a first line of
defense against discrimination and prejudice, especially by protecting Black
neighborhoods against police brutality. During the protests against The Birth of a Nation,
the actions of the overzealous Irish American police officers had ultimately sent the
message that racial intolerance and violence toward the Black community were an
acceptable practice.
McKane’s actions highlight two distinct transformation of the leadership at the time.
First, she acknowledged that the community as a whole needed to be part of the fight. She
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gave agency to her community who had relied on the elite to spearhead the civil rights
struggle up to that point. The arrival of Southerners had highlighted the changing racial
climate by accentuating the rift between the “Talented Tenth” and the majority of Black
Bostonians. As the balance of power slowly shifted from the hand of the White AngloSaxon Protestants to those of the Catholic Irish Americans, the strength of numbers
became the only force capable of advancing the community’s agenda.
Second, Alice McKane voiced her concerns as a citizen and as a mother, not as a
doctor nor as an educated woman. She went against the trend in the progressive circles,
where educated women would use their professional status to advance their reform ideas.
She was a mother concerned about her children’s protection and spoke a language
understood by the whole community.
While African American Bostonians were unable to ban The Birth of a Nation, the
protests led to a renewed sense of community and to the emergence of a new leadership.
The difficulties experienced throughout the ordeal showed women that they had taken the
matters in their own hands, relied on their own resources, and thought about their
community in the changing context of the first decade of the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER 2
OF KINDERGARTEN MOTHERS AND VOTER SUPPRESSION:
BLACK WOMEN’S POLITICAL POWER, 1915-1920
The First World War challenged the fragile equilibrium in the city of Boston. As the
nation pondered its involvement on the European front, Boston’s Yankees and Irish
Americans came head to head. While the Irish Catholic working-class disapproved of the
United States’ alliance with England, the white Yankees had a more nuanced position
depending on their political and ideological affiliation.1 Black Bostonians shared the
reservations of other African American across the country. On one side, some leaders saw
the opportunity to leverage their military service to demand equality and fair treatment.2
On the other, some refused to give in to the hypocrisy of a fight for democracy abroad
when they did not have it at home. If Wilson claimed that the conflict was “a war to make
the world safe for democracy,” many realized that fighting tyranny and injustice on
European soil did very little for those who were not safe at home.3
As Black Southerners moved to the North and the Midwest to seek opportunities in
the war economy, violence and segregation became more widespread. Boston was no
exception in this context. The arrival of these Black newcomers in the city only added to
1
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the already tense ethnic and racial climate. African Americans faced false accusations and
biased prosecution. They had difficulties finding work and had limited chances of getting
a promotion due to the color of their skin.4 Since protests against Griffith’s movie, Black
Bostonians had less confidence in the city’s ability to protect its own citizens of color.
This chapter argues that, instead of fighting a system which left them without any
recourse, Black migrant mothers living in Boston shifted their gaze toward their own
community to reclaim their agency and to shape their neighborhood. They adopted
strategies used in the South, relying on every member of the community to advance their
political agenda. This chapter follows the development of institutional support within
Boston’s Black neighborhoods, arguing that, not only did this development follow a
Southern tradition of organizing, it also set a clear agenda for the community. This
agenda, in fact, began a trajectory which ultimately led to the city’s school desegregation
in the 1970s. As a result of these interventions, Black working-class mothers asserted
their political leadership and challenged the electoral equation in their Ward. Their
challenge led to one of the first voter suppression scandals in the city.

After working for a few years for the Andrew sisters in Newbury port, Melnea Jones
decided to return to Boston. She had grown tired of the repetitive tasks involved in
domestic work and, as the young woman she was, wanted more adventure. Soon after
coming back, she met a handsome, tall, and slender young man named Marshall, who
was two years her elder. A Richmond native, he had lived in Philadelphia until he was a
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grown man. He was intelligent and ambitious and had a bright future in front of him. At
the time, he was working for a “mechanical dental laboratory” on Boylston Street. 5 While
his job only involved running errands and delivering packages, he was confident that he
would be able to learn more of the trade as time passed. After all, he was already well
paid for the type of work that he performed for the laboratory.
On December 8th 1917, their life changed as Marshall received his orders to report for
enlistment. Like many other young men born between 1886 and 1896, he signed up for
the draft on June 5th 1917. 6 Since he was the sole provider for his elderly mother,
Marshall was exempted from military service temporarily.7 Exemptions had been a point
of contention among the draftees. Some had requested exemptions but did not receive
them. Others, who should not have been eligible, received exemptions based on their
background or connections. At the peak of the draft in 1918, the War Department
launched an investigation as it received reports of Black men not receiving the
exemptions for which they were eligible. 8
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The news of Marshall’s enlistment brought extreme sadness to the couple. Fearing
that, “he wouldn’t come back,” Marshall asked Melnea to marry him. Only a few days
after enlisting, on Christmas Day 1917, they celebrated their wedding. Melnea, like many
other women her age in Boston that year, became a “war bride” and, while the holidays
should have been a time of festivities, many such newly created families shared their
sadness.9 The city’s young men were sent to military camps by the “carload.” Hundreds
of enlistees of each neighborhood converged to the Huntington Avenue station with their
families.10 The usually joyful Trinity Place, from where the outbound trains of the Boston
& Albany Railroad lines left the city, was filled with the sadness and despair. The smoke
coming out of the engines only added to the eerie feeling.
Unlike the majority of African American enlisted men, Marshall was never sent to
Europe to fight on the battlefields. 11 He remained stateside, working first at Camp Devens
in Ayers, Massachusetts, then was assigned to Camp Dix near Trenton, New Jersey,
finally ended his service at Camp Breckenridge in Morganville, Kentucky.12 During his
service, Melnea and her mother-in-law, Rosa Brown, travelled to see him as often as they
could. Marshall took advantage of his weekend leaves to travel back to Boston to see his
family.

9

Cass, 32-33.

10

Idem.

11

Of approximately 367,000 Black enlisted men, 200,000 were sent to the front. See Schneider, We Return
Fighting, 9.
12

Melnea Cass most likely made a mistake when naming the camp at which Marshall worked in Kentucky.
Camp Breckenridge was a prison camp for German soldiers during the Second World War. The 92nd
Division, and in particular the 351st Marchine Gun Regiment to which Marshall Cass was assigned to
Camp Upton in New York state. Cass, 21.
!80

The wartime mobilization, though separating families, allowed, and sometimes
forced, women to turn to their neighborhood for support and advice. Melnea had lived in
the couple’s apartment since her wedding. When they learned of her pregnancy,
Marshall’s family members insisted that she moved in with them on Hammond Street as
they wanted to help her and her child while Marshall was away. Melnea continued to
work until her pregnancy prevented her from performing her duties, after which her inlaws provided the financial support that she needed.
Yet, it was not uncommon in the early twentieth century for women, and especially
Black domestic workers, to continue working through part of their pregnancy.13 Most
employers did not allow their employees to take time off during their pregnancy or after
the delivery.14 Most domestic workers did not have the financial backing to take time
away from work either. As a consequence, Black domestic workers faced greater risks of
complications during the pregnancy, at birth, and early infancy compared those who
worked in other fields. Once their babies were born, Black mothers often suffered
discrimination at the hands of their employers. Some cut their wages, claiming that they
could not give their full attention to their work. Others fired their employees after the
delivery. Domestic workers often depended on extended kin networks or on the ability to
bring their children to work during their shift.15
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Melnea's mother-in-law, Rosa Brown, did not like the idea of her daughter-in-law
working while pregnant. A long-time activist in the city, Rosa Brown was originally from
Richmond, Virginia. Her father, William Cass, a tobacco factory worker, and her mother
Mary, a stay-at-home mother of four, had encouraged their daughter to pursue a higher
education, well past the age of sixteen. Her siblings, two girls and a boy had already left
school at the time. The family had also adopted a daughter, Lizzie Quarles, who lived
with them in 1880. Rosa’s young adult life remains somewhat mysterious because of the
inconsistencies between documentary records and the stories she told her family during
her life. These discrepancies most likely protected her family from the shame or the
blame of difficult experiences, a possible pregnancy out of wedlock or a context of
violence, for example.
Rosa might have come to Boston during the first wave of the Great Migration. Little
is known about her path to the city. Her son Marshall was either born in Richmond or in
Philadelphia but grew up with his maternal aunt Mary in Richmond. According to
Melnea, her husband never knew his father.16 Looking for better work opportunities,
Rosa moved to Philadelphia to work. In the city of Brotherly love, she met George
Brown, a Philadelphia native, who became a loving and caring stepfather to Marshall.
The couple moved to 29 Warwick Street in Roxbury prior to their marriage. On
December 24th, 1899, Justice of Peace Albert L. Wyman officiated the couple’s marriage,
a first marriage for both the bride and the groom, in Boston. At the time, George worked
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as a porter on the New York-New Haven-Hartford line and Rosa worked as a domestic
worker.
Once established in the city, Rosa became a prominent member of the civil rights
movement. She worked for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, the Saint Mark Congregational Church, and with several womansuffrage
associations. Melnea described her mother-in-law simply as “a community person, a civic
leader.” Rosa also joined William Monroe Trotter’s National Equal Rights League, the
Women’s Service Club of Boston, and other organization “of that type who were out
struggling for rights of the colored people.”17 Her influence on Melnea’s involvement in
the community was undeniable. In fact, she would not allow her daughter-in-law to stand
by passively. “You could not be around her if you didn’t join,” Melnea recalled. “She
used to get the members to go into the street and ask people to join.”18
Rosa Brown was part of a new generation of Southerners who had come to the Bay
State during the late-nineteenth and early twentieth century. Rosa did not use her
educational or socio-economic background to give legitimacy her interventions in her
community.19 Instead, she positioned herself as a neighbor, a mother, who understood the
plight of other mothers. Her position challenged Boston’s long-established activism
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tradition in the Black community. Melnea recalled that the “leaders in the community”
were not the educated elite but “just ordinary mothers and people who had families.”20
During the war, Black women in the South End and Roxbury organized to provide
services to the women whom had been previously excluded from the white elite and
middle-class leagues and organizations. For example, they assembled, at the “little hut”
on the Columbus Avenue playground, where they hosted dances and social events, knitted
mittens, scarves, and hats for “their boys,” and helped women whose husbands and
fathers had left for the front.21 These services mirrored those provided to servicemen and
their families by the YMCA, the YWCA, the Red Cross, the Knights of Columbus, and
the Salvation Army. 22 However, their mission extended beyond reaching out to Black
enlisted men. Since most members of the neighborhood could not easily access the city’s
services and resources, the women began identifying areas of need that they felt should
be fulfilled. They pooled resources, time, money, household good, and expertise to
address issues of child-care, poor nutrition, and sub-par educational opportunities. As a
neighborhood, they wanted to ensure that working-class women could provide for the
basic needs of their families while also working full-time jobs.
In early 1917, the threat of imminent food shortages posed a double worry to
Roxbury’s and South End’s families.23 In 1918, a typical Boston family spent
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approximately 45% of its annual income on food, nearly 7% above than the national
average. Further increase in prices would be stifling. Staples such as onions, carrots,
potatoes, or beans, let alone meat, already strained working-class families’ budget. 24 As
new studies on nutritional deficiencies became known to the public, mothers became
increasingly worried that their children could suffer from malnutrition.25 Families not
only grew hungry but also impatient. In 1917, food riots erupted in New York City,
Philadelphia, and Chicago.26 Protests also became a common occurrence in Boston as
mothers from all backgrounds came together to voice their concerns about food
shortages. Unsurprisingly, newly-established Eastern European Jews and working-class
African Americans, whose income was lower, took the lead in protesting against food
shortages and prices increases. In 1917, as a response to the situation, the Boston
NAACP, through the Industrial Opportunity Committee, created a food cooperative in an
attempt to alleviate the problem. 27
The food cooperative, started with a $5000 fund, represented an intersection of
Boston Black business and activism traditions.28 Through the nineteenth century, the
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pressure to assimilate had led Black Bostonians to adopt New England traditions in
clothing, eating habits, and recreational activities. Unlike their immigrant counterparts,
Black entrepreneurs mainly owned non-specialized shops such as grocery and dry goods
stores, candy and tobacco shops, or stationary and hardware stores. Their access to a wide
variety of products allowed them to secure discounts and profits despite their limited
clientele and annual revenue. When Boston NAACP leaders opened the food cooperative,
they brought together the entrepreneurs’ access to food products and the eagerness of a
community to invest its resources in its own improvement.
In this sense, the cooperative was also the community’s first attempt at shaping food
politics.29 At the time, New Englanders had a very particular relationship to food.
Through the scientific work of the New England Kitchen, white Progressive Era
reformers had used diet as a tool to Americanize immigrants recently established in the
country. More specifically, clam chowder, a food previously associated with poverty and
food scarcity, served as a marker of regional identity as well as one of social, economic,
and racial identity.30 By the First World War, many Bostonians shared similar culinary
traditions. The Jewish community constituted one of the few exceptions as some of the
members continued to purchase kosher meat and did not consume shellfish.31 In this
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sense, the cooperative did not challenge the cultural politics of food but its accessibility.
While it did not control the production, it ensured food security within the community.
The cooperative used the purchasing power of the members to buy staples at discounted
prices. In return, families gained access to low-cost and nutritionally-rich food.
In the following months, Black working-class mothers expanded the cooperative
model beyond their need to increase their purchasing power; they used it to create other
institutions necessary to their neighborhood. A few months into her husband’s
deployment, Melnea realized that many women relied on their neighbors and on extended
kin networks to take care of their children when they worked. While convenient in the
short term, these types of arrangements did not provide the stability or consistent
educational backgrounds to the children advocated in Boston, the country’s laboratory for
early childhood education reform. Interested in finding an appropriate solution, Melnea
helped coordinate the efforts of what would later become “the Kindergarten Mothers.”
The group, in fact, grew organically. At the time, none of the mothers could afford
child care on a daily basis. Professional child care was expensive and families had very
little disposable income at the end of the week. 32 The organization provided families with
an inexpensive solution. Mothers would leave their children for the day at the Robert
Gould Shaw House Community Center on Hammond Street. In return, they would give a
few hours to the program, taking turns at the nursery, developing activities for the
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children, and providing relief to other mothers of the neighborhood. The idea of a
cooperative child-care institution was in, and of itself, a pioneering idea.
The concept of kindergarten schools was relatively new at the time. Emerging in
Germany in the late-eighteenth century, kindergartens became more popular in American
urban settings during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century.33 Elizabeth
Peabody, an educator and a member of the famous Peabody family of Salem,
Massachusetts, was instrumental in fostering interest in the kindergarten movement in the
Bay State. In 1834 and 1835, she worked as a teaching assistant at Temple School, an
experimental school founded by educator Amos Bronson Alcott. 34 In 1860, following her
experience at Temple School, she opened the first English-speaking kindergarten in
Boston. With the help of her sister Mary Tyler Peabody Mann, she wrote and published a
treaty describing the goals and underlying principles of the new school system.35 They
contrasted the concepts of nursery school and of kindergarten, highlighting the distinct
nature of each institution. On one hand, the nursery school only offered child supervision
while the mother was at work.36 On the other, going back to the literal translation of the
German term, kindergartens served to foster the child’s global development, allowing
them to flourish in a structured environment. It became “a commonwealth or republic of
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children,” where educators help children to learn, to become socialized, and to develop
his or her moral compass. 37 In 1897, Hon. William Harris, Commissioner of Education,
supported the movement publicly, arguing in front of Congress that kindergartens played
a crucial role in the holistic development of children.38
The kindergarten movement blurred the boundaries between the private and the
public spheres. It took the children out of the home at a young age and somewhat
replaced women’s role in “stressing both the public virtues of citizenship and the private
virtues expressed through maternal nurture.”39 While the nursery school in Roxbury
might have lacked the structure of the kindergarten, it shared similar civic goals.
However, these goals reached beyond the children. In actuality, the Kindergarten Mothers
became one of the centers of the neighborhood women’s political life. Only a few years
after the foundation of the group, the Kindergarten Mothers finally secured the
construction of an annex to the Gould Shaw House, specifically for the nursery. Mothers
met more frequently at the new location. They discussed the state of their community,
shared information, provided the families with basic resources, and helped women get
organized. As their children aged, the founders of the Kindergarten Mothers moved on.
Younger mothers started bringing their children to the community center and got
37
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involved in the organization. Yet, despite the fact that their children did not attend the
nursery anymore, all of the mothers who had founded the group continued to assemble
and to support the institution.40 Naturally, their work began to follow a different
trajectory.
Instead of confining their work to the single element which originally brought them
together, their children, the women changed the name of the Kindergarten Mothers to
represent their new relationship; they became the Friendship Club. 41 Their organization
made sense in light of their personal backgrounds and circumstances. Through femalecentered networks, they had led the migration to the city, established their families,
pooled their resources, and relied on each other when their husbands left for the war.42
They were more than neighbors, they were friends who helped and supported each other
on a daily basis. The Friendship Club, which counted between sixty-five and seventy-five
women, most of them mothers, came together to work for their community.
Under the auspice of the Friendship Club, the mothers expanded the scope of their
work. They raised money to fund services in their neighborhood, organized dinners and
parties for the children, and created grants to allow parents, who did not have the means,
to send their children out of the hot summer city to the Breezy Meadows camp, in
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Holliston, Massachusetts.43 Annually, the Friendship Club worked for the Community
Fund drive. They created the Fund specifically to support community projects. They
went, door-to-door, canvassing the neighborhood, “through the streets with little cups
and into the houses,” asking people to give whatever they could, were it a nickel, a dime,
a quarter, or a few dollars. No amount was too small to help those in need. Once their
rounds completed, they brought their “little cups in and turned them in proudly.”44
The Community Fund represented a significant historical shift as it granted some
financial autonomy and agency to the community. The relationship between the mothers
and the Fund was mutually beneficial. The Fund provided financial assistance for
neighborhood activities, projects, and to families in need. The community had a say in
how the money would be spent. In return, the mothers and other members of the
community gave their time to help raise the money needed for the Fund. The Fund was a
drastic change from the sources of funding previously received in the neighborhood.
During the Progressive Era, for example, the great majority of the funding came from the
philanthropic efforts of a bi-racial coalition sympathetic to the plight of Boston’s
working-class African Americans. During the First World War and thereafter, women
from the neighborhood relied almost exclusively on the community’s resources to fund
their work and their activities. In doing so, they regained agency by deciding which
projects deserved funding, where the money should be spent, and who could benefit from
it. They prevented waste on projects which brought little to the community.
43
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It is important to acknowledge, however, that the concept of community itself, in the
late 1910s and early 1920s, was based on one’s residing in the neighborhood, not on
one’s race. At the time, predominantly Black institutions such as the Kindergarten
Mothers, the Friendship Club, or the Robert Gould Shaw House, were still integrated.
Until the 1930s, none of the Boston neighborhoods was home to a solidified Black
community. As Melnea notes, immigrant children, especially Italian-Americans and Jews,
went to school with the Black children. People from different origins were courteous to
each other, did business at each others’ shops, and as Melnea recalled, in an oral
interview which took place in 1977, they “didn’t have all this racial prejudice you got
now.”45 The Robert Gould Shaw House, despite its original mission to provide services to
“colored Bostonians,” also helped white residents of the South End and Roxbury.46 This
is not to say, however, that the community center was fully integrated. In fact, Melnea
mentioned that they “had a few white people belonged [sic] there, and [they] mingled in
very nicely, but it was predominantly for colored people.”47
The settlement house’s mission had also changed as the community gained more
agency. As early as 1913, the center offered a number of after-school programs which
promoted the acquisition of practical skills and fostered artistic expression, athletics,
social interactions, and the ideas of independence and self-reliance.48 Girls and women
45
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could learn millinery, dressmaking, drawing, singing, cooking, pottery, basketry, and
brasswork. Boys and men could refine their skills in brasswork, woodwork, iron bending,
carpentry, chair caning, and learn the basics of electrical work. Both groups could join
sports teams and attend music and dance classes. Boys could also joined an integrated
Boy Scout of America troop which regrouped forty members, eight of whom were white
boys.49 Children could also receive help with their homework on a daily basis during the
school year.50 While children participated in the different activities, parents met through
the Mothers’ or the Fathers’ clubs. Adults also attended English literature, stenography, or
French courses. The Shaw House hired the most seasoned instructors of the area, many of
whom trained at Ivy League schools, to teach quality courses to the residents of the
neighborhood. The class offerings barely fulfilled the community’s insatiable hunger for
knowledge and culture.
Yet the activities of the Robert Gould Shaw House only went so far in addressing
issues of discrimination prior to the community actively participating in grassroots
organizing. Upon arriving at the Shaw House, Isabel Eaton, a Smith College and
Columbia University graduate who had a long history of reform work in urban settings,
faced the city’s difficult racial climate.51 She especially denounced the “unrighteous
attitude of all other Boston settlements toward colored people.”52 She used her previous
49
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experiences to address workplace discrimination by fostering intergroup dialogue. She
organized conferences which, she reported, led to a “number of appointments of
competent people to positions rarely secured by colored people.” 53 In fact, a number of
young people found jobs with good advancement opportunities in stores, offices, camps,
and relief agencies thanks to her work. 54
While the tools to empower members on a personal level helped, grassroots
organizing proved to be the solution for the neighborhood. At first, upper-middle-class
women guided their middle- and working-class counterparts in their work, using their
gender, education, and influence to enact urban reform. For example, Mrs. Dora Cole
Lewis, the wife of successful merchant tailor J.H. Lewis, organized a neighborhood
league. The league was responsible for “getting cleaner streets and alleys, moralizing
public parks and co-operating with the Women’s Municipal League, the Watch and Word,
and other reform organizations.”55 In fact, the league’s work paralleled reform work
accomplished in other urban centers during the Progressive Era. Slowly, however, women
moved their work from the cozy homes on Tremont Street, the New Century Building,
and Chickering Hall on Huntington Avenue, to the South End and Roxbury where the
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working-class lived. They were the ambassadors of the community and used the Robert
Gould Shaw House as the headquarters.
This relocation led to a drastic shift in organizing. As working-class women took the
leadership in community organizing, they began addressing the pragmatic needs of the
neighborhood’s families, in addition to working on civil rights issues. They tackled the
lack of affordable childcare, issues of poverty, and the housing difficulties prevalent in
the community. Tokens of systemic issues, the lack of infrastructure to support workingclass families was seldom discussed in the public arena. Proponent of what could be
considered an “elitist militancy,” Boston’s Black elite sometimes blamed working-class
African Americans for their economic shortcomings.56 Some of their contemporaries
turned the tables around, claiming that the elite’s actions caused the downfall of Black
Boston. They argued that the elite itself was at fault for the lack of elected Black
representatives at the state legislature.57 Instead of attempting to maintain a position in
the Bostonian hierarchy, migrant mothers focused on their survival and that of their
families. In the process, they developed a highly-politicized class consciousness.
In fact, the mothers highlighted their belonging to a group formed of people whom
they considered to be like them. Melnea described her community as “ordinary people”
who “lived like [she did].” 58 She paralleled these leaders to the elite, the “big women,” or
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“big people” who led the civil rights movement at the national level. However, she
argued that she did not need “big people” in her life simply because she had her
neighbors to help. This division remained important within the community as tensions
crystallized through the years. Muriel Snowden, a few years later, highlighted an even
greater separation when she described members of the elite as being “class conscious”
and “race conscious.” She argued that these forms of consciousness, in the context of the
time, affected the community negatively, dividing the people instead of uniting them in a
single fight.59
If class divided the Black community, regional origins and cultural distinctions both
reinforced a sense of community among working-class migrant mothers and further
distinguished them from native Black Bostonians. Lucy Mitchell noticed the deep
cultural divide when she visited the city in the summers of 1918 and 1919. At the time,
her family was “making that transition from the South,” she explained.60 “When I came
up here in 1918, and found the attitude of the black community toward Negro spirituals, I
couldn't understand it,” she recounted. A seemingly incomprehensible distinction to a
young woman, the choice of songs illustrated a deeper connection with one’s origins.
Until the end of the first wave of the Great Migration, spirituals were fairly unpopular in
the city. Native Bostonians distanced themselves from anything that, “reminded them of
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slavery.”61 As another Massachusetts native, W.E.B. DuBois, argued, slave songs were
generally misunderstood and “half despised.”62
DuBois, who lived in Cambridge while attending Harvard College in the 1890s, also
acknowledged the separation between the Black “aristocratic” Northerners and their
Southern counterparts. “The better class,” he argued in 1903, “segregate [itself] from the
group-life of both white and black.” His words describing the Black elite of Chicago and
Baltimore mirrored the situation that he experienced in Boston. Black Bostonians
“form[ed] an aristocracy, cultured but pessimistic.” The elite’s “bitter criticism stings
while it points out no way of escape.”63 In Boston, the elite framed its civil rights work in
terms of the abolitionist legacy but distanced itself from the plight of the working class.64
Native Black Bostonians “really looked down upon” those who sang “those songs.”65
The division between upper-class native Bostonians and Southern working-class
women seemed to increase as migrant mothers began to form their own organizations.
For example, in 1918, Josephine Saint-Pierre Ruffin, Maria Baldwin, Mrs. George Lewis,
and Elizabeth Harley Forbes founded the League of Women for Community Service at
the 558 Massachusetts Avenue. The following year, Rosa Brown and Mary Evans Wilson
formed the Women’s Service Club, at 464 Massachusetts Avenue, only a fifth of a mile
from the League, on the other side of Tremont street. Both organizations provided
61
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strikingly similar services; they organized dances, offered warm clothes, and supported
the soldiers’ training at Fort Devens. The socio-economic and cultural rift between the
two organizations explains the duplication of services for such a small community. The
League members infused their work with the values and the resources of Boston’s
“Talented Tenth.” They promoted intellectuality and artistic productions. They held
lectures, hosted balls, and offered a space for public art exhibits. Rosa Brown’s and Mary
Evans Wilson’s Women’s Service Club contrasted with the League of Women for
Community Service not only by its name but also by its simplicity and meager
resources.66 Its humble origins, as the Mrs. Wilson’s Knitting Club in the little hut on
Columbus Avenue, distinguished the group from its wealthier West End rival
organization.67 The Women’s Service Club emphasized recruiting members for the new
NAACP, grassroots organizing, and relief for poor families. To outsiders, despite their
distinctions, both clubs shaped a cohesive, yet double sided, Black Boston community
and identity.
Membership in these organizations represented the members’ vision of their group.
On one hand, the League required prospective members to be introduced by an existing
member prior to joining the organization. The vetting process guaranteed that new
members belonged to the restricted elite circles. On the other hand, most working-class
clubs were open to anyone who wanted to join, and the Women’s Service Club was no
66
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exception to this rule. Unlike their upper-class counterparts, prospective members did not
have to know a member in order to join the organization, making the groups more
attractive to the newcomers. The Club saw itself as a “community club,” “for the people
in the community,” hence its openness to new members.68
Because of this openness, it was not uncommon for women to join several
organizations and to give time and money to all of them, reinforcing the tradition of
grassroots organization. Melnea recalled helping multiple organizations at once. “If
you’re a member of ten of them, you have to help them,” she recalled, explaining her role
in the different clubs and fundraising events. She sold tickets and prepared goods for the
baking sales, yet also supported her friends’ organizations by purchasing baked goods or
tickets from them as well.69 Once the organizations reached their fundraising goals,
women crafted their budgets not only to fulfill their needs but also to give a portion of the
money back to the community. They shared part of their funds with other groups and
charities, gave food baskets to those in need, and helped the sick and the disabled.
Furthermore, they created scholarships for the children and helped older students pursue
studies in prestigious Southern colleges.70
While working-class activists helped their neighborhood through different programs,
they politicized their community as well. As women created new networks, they created a
sense of cohesion in the community and slowly acquired more political power. As the end
of the war approached and demobilization became imminent, women wanted to preserve
68
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their newly acquired space in the political arena. It was time for them to secure the
women’s vote.

To understand the importance of the 1920 voter suppression scandal and the women's
vote, one needs to understand Boston politics. During the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, Boston’s population sustained dramatic changes both in composition and in
numbers. Between 1850 and 1920, nearly 200,000 immigrants, mainly of Irish Catholic
origins in the mid-nineteenth century, and of Eastern and Southern European provenance
in the late-1800s and early-1900, moved to the city. While the number might appear
negligible, one needs to contextualize it to understand its impact on the city. In 1850,
136,881 people lived in Boston. Boston was the third most populous urban agglomeration
in the nation, behind New York City and Baltimore. By 1880, the city’s population had
nearly tripled, with 362,839 calling Boston their home. It almost doubled again by 1910,
with 670,585 inhabitants, and stabilized around 1920 with a small 10% increase, reaching
748,060 people. In 1920, nearly 32% of the population claimed to be foreign-born and
73% of the population claimed to be of foreign or mixed parentage.71 Boston, in this
sense, resembled other metropolitan centers. In New York City, approximately 36% of the
population self-identified as being of foreign descent, while 22% of Philadelphia’s
population described itself as such. Chicago had similar number with 29.9% of the
population coming from foreign countries.
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While the city’s white population resembled the population of other urban centers,
Boston’s Black community was unique in its small number and position in the city. With
only 2,348 black residents in 1865, the African American community increased
dramatically during the second half of the nineteenth century. It sustained a 49% increase
between 1865 and 1870, and another 68% between 1870 and 1880, reaching 5,873 people
at the time. Although it reached 11,591 people in 1900 and 16,350 people in 1920,
Boston’s African Americans only amounted to 2.1% of the overall Boston population
until the end of the 1920s.72 Comparatively, in 1920, 152,467 African Americans lived in
New York City, 134,229 in Philadelphia, 109,458 in Chicago, and 40,838 in Detroit.
It is not surprising, in this context, that ethnic and racial tensions shaped political and
elective power in city from the mid-nineteenth to the first quarter of the twentieth
century. On one hand, prior to the Civil War, Yankees, the native white Bostonians, and
African Americans rallied behind the Republican Party and the leaders of the abolition
movement.73 The abolitionist legacy shaped the language of Boston’s Progressive reform
until the turn of the century. On the other, Boston’s Irish American working-class voted
predominantly for the Democratic Party. The Party’s language on race and class matched
the needs of the white working-class. While historians have challenged the commonly
discussed myth of the “Help Wanted: No Irish Need Apply,” they acknowledged that
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discrimination, due to the anti-Catholic and anti-Irish sentiments, plagued labor relations
in the city.74 In this context, it is through the Democratic party that the Irish Catholic
majority secured employment opportunities and a political voice in their own city.
As the demographic fabric of the city changed through the years, Boston’s elected
officials used redistricting as a potent tool to maintain their electoral power. The de facto
housing segregation following ethnic and socio-economic lines resulted in politically
homogenous neighborhoods. The North End, for example, was almost exclusively Irish
Catholic. Yankees resided in the West End and the South End where a great portion of
Boston’s Black population also lived. Neighborhoods changed with the African American
migration from the South and immigration of a greater number of Eastern and Southern
Europeans. A Jewish community developed in the North End, African American
newcomers made Roxbury their home, and the Irish Catholics, as well as a smaller Polish
and Lithuanian community grew in South Boston, or Southie as nicknamed by its
residents. The influx of population threatened to change the fragile balance of power in
the city.75
Elected officials contemplated several strategies to shape election results. During the
Gilded Age, Yankee reformers became increasingly concerned with the question of
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patronage, especially in an ethnic context. Following the assassination of President
Garfield in 1881 by a disgruntled and “disappointed office-seeker,” Charles J. Guiteau,
Senator George H. Pendleton of Ohio sponsored the Pendleton Civil Service Reform
Act.76 Signed into law in 1883 by President Chester A. Arthur, the Pendleton Act attacked
the “spoil system,” by requiring that civil service jobs be opened to all qualified citizens.
Furthermore it required that all positions be awarded based on merit after the completion
of competitive examinations. The Act, however, only applied to civil service jobs at the
federal level. Quickly, state legislatures followed the federal initiative and addressed the
issue at the state level. New York State assemblyman Theodore Roosevelt sponsored a
similar law in 1883 in order to prevent the encroachment of power by the Tammany Hall.
Massachusetts became the second state to pass a civil service law in 1884, the same year
that Boston elected its first Irish Catholic mayor.
Massachusetts’ civil service law, however, was considered stronger than its federal
counterpart. 77 Contrary to the Pendleton Act which only applied to ten percent of all
federal jobs, Massachusetts’s civil service reform extended to all state and municipal
jobs, regulating the allocation of nearly 4,600 positions.78 Furthermore, the law
established a state commission to enforce the provisions of the reform, and to create and
administer the examination necessary to the hiring process. Yet, if the legislation aimed to
remove political patronage and to create an impartial hiring process, historians have
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shown that the Massachusetts civil service law was one of many attempts to suppress
Boston’s Irish American votes.79 The Civil Service law of 1884 especially targeted Irish
workers. At the time, Republican officials believed that the Democrats only hired Irish
workers in order to secure their votes. By regulating how workers could secure
employment, Republicans assumed that they could shape the city’s and state’s political
power.80
During the Progressive era, reformers suspected that other groups still benefited from
a pervasive patronage system. In fact, after the Civil service reform, social worker John
Daniels argues that Black Bostonians benefited from “bountiful patronage” from their
Yankee allies.81 Daniels argues that Republicans not only appointed numerous African
Americans to “respectable posts,” they ensured their election to the City Council and the
State Legislature. Instead of appointing the most competent candidates for the positions,
Daniels claimed that the Republican party did so as an “outflowing favor” to their African
American friends and protégés. 82 He supported his argument by reminding his reader
that, between 1867 and 1897, the GOP secured the election of fourteen Black men to the
State legislature.83 For many reasons, however, Massachusetts did not elect any African
Americans to the Legislature between 1902 and 1947.84
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In addition to the attacks against the “spoils system,” elected officials instituted other
mechanism in an attempt to shape the electoral system. In 1857, in the midst of the Irish
immigration influx which followed the potato famine in Ireland, the legislature voted new
literacy tests requirements for all newcomers. Furthermore, the state imposed a $2 poll
tax on all voters, notwithstanding their racial or ethnic background. These two measures
had very limited reach and, overall, excluded very few voters. In fact, Boston’s City Hall
employees responsible for voters’ registration often allowed citizens to vote despite their
poor results on literacy tests. Moreover, both Republicans and Democrats used party
money to offset the tax burden on their supporters. In 1884, despite all of the maneuvers
to suppress the Irish vote, Boston elected the city’s first Irish Catholic mayor, Hugh
O’Brien.85 Yet, O’Brien knew that his political position was precarious. After all, he had
just been elected as a Democratic mayor in a predominantly Republican state. Afraid to
lose his majority, O’Brien used one of Boston’s most efficient tools to maintain his
political hegemony; in 1885, he performed another city redistricting.
In fact, Democratic city officials targeted African Americans as being the “swing
vote” in some of the working-class Irish neighborhoods.86 At the time, the community
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was populous enough to outweigh any political opposition in its Ward. Afraid to lose the
majority to the Republican party, O’Brien sanctioned a redistricting which divided Ward
9 in two parts. The first part was reassigned to the Republican Ward 11. Although African
Americans had historically voted for the Republican party, their voice and concerns were
reduced to the will of their white counterparts. The second part was attached to Ward 8,
which regrouped a majority of Democrat voters. As a result, and until 1900, Black voters
represented less than 12% in most wards, with the exception of the Roxbury Ward 10,
where they reached approximately 20% of the population. 87
The question of women’s suffrage further complicated Boston’s complex political
arena. The idea of women’s suffrage was first introduced at the state level in 1869. The
Great and General Court held hearings on the topic.88 The petitioners, Julia Ward Howe,
Wendell Phillips, Lucy Stone Blackwell, James Freeman Clarke, George F. Hoar,
“seventeen out of the nineteen students in Harvard Divinity School,” and many others
individuals, testified in front of the state legislature.89 Although the Joint Special
Committee on Woman’s Suffrage supported women’s vote, challenged most opposition to
women’s suffrage, and proposed an amendment to the state Constitution to allow them to
vote, women did not gain the right in 1869.90 Despite their lack of success in 1869,
suffragists and their allies proposed other solutions. In 1879, the House of
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Representatives finally allowed tax-paying women to vote on what they considered to be
“women’s issues,” in municipal affairs, on school committees, and on the allocation of
liquor licenses.91 This new right, however, came with strings attached. Similar to men,
women had to abide by the laws regulating elections such as the poll taxes, literacy
requirements, with the added duty of registering for each election.92 While the newly
acquired privileges were still far from the general suffrage amendment that they wanted,
the suffragists felt that they had made some progress in the right direction.
In the following years, both parties encouraged women to vote to support their
agenda. In 1883, Democratic Governor Benjamin Butler spoke against the restriction on
women’s votes in his inaugural address.93 He argued that an experiment should be
conducted in the state by allowing women to vote in municipal elections. In order to
address concerns about women voting and fraud, he even proposed that women could
cast their ballots at local post-office, which he considered to be a neutral space in their
town or city.94 The Democratic Party usually encouraged women to vote to maintain the
Catholic political stronghold on the school committee while the Republican Party urged
women to vote to support temperance policies and to restrict the allocation of more liquor
licenses in the city. Nonetheless, and despite all of the accommodations and
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encouragements possible, women voted in low numbers, seldom reaching a few
thousands votes at its highest.
In Boston, like in other cities, pro- and anti-suffrage campaigns intensified during the
Progressive Era. In 1895, anti-suffragists organized the Massachusetts Association
Opposed to the Further Extension of the Suffrage to Women (MAOFESW) to defeat the
state referendum on the women’s vote in municipal elections.95 Framing their argument
around women’s traditional roles and the concept of separate spheres, they formed an
alliance with male anti-suffragists who were tasked with lobby work. Women, following
their own precepts, educated voters on the dangers of disrupting the political equation by
allowing women in the public sphere.
Suffragists, however, saw the referendum as a sham, a way to dismiss the question of
suffrage, instead of a way to ensure women’s participation at the state level. Due to the
non-binding nature of the question, elected officials had very little incentive in
considering the referendum seriously. Some argued that the 1895 referendum was a
simple way to quiet the suffragists. Few believed that it was an act of good faith.96 While
women voted overwhelmingly “yes” to the question, the poor voter turnout, only four
percent of all registered female voters cast their ballots, allowed legislators to justify their
inaction on the proposal. 97
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Following the referendum, the interest in women’s suffrage seemingly diminished
and the number of active suffrage associations dropped. Between 1900 and 1910, the
movement entered a hiatus period. During the first decade of the twentieth century, some
suffrage leaders questioned their tactics and their reach.98 They wondered how they could
educate and agitate working-class women and the “uninformed citizen.” In 1911, some
adopted tactics used by New York City suffragists, canvassing the neighborhoods in order
to meet voters.99 In 1914, with the support of the labor movements, the Progressive Party,
Socialists, and the governor, a suffrage amendment passed in both legislative houses.
However, it was subsequently defeated by the male-only vote at the 1915 referendum.
When the Nineteenth Amendment finally reached the ratification stage in 1919, the
atmosphere in Boston could not have been more volatile. Political tensions, food
shortages, increase in nativism, and racial conflicts experienced during the war abruptly
came to a head with the prospect of the demobilization. With the end of the war contract,
the economy shifted from one of relative prosperity to one of restraint and sacrifices.
During the war, women had made their way to the workforce in greater number. Soldiers,
scheduled to demobilize, faced the prospect of unemployment as they returned to the
lives that they had left at the time of their enlistment.
Marshall Cass, Melnea’s husband, was honorably discharged on March 19, 1919. As
soon as he came back home, Marshall returned to his work at the dental laboratory. As a
new father, his son Marshall jr. was born at the New England Hospital for Women and
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Children on Dimock Street in 1918, Marshall was thrilled at the possibility to even get his
old job back.100 As a Black man, he knew that his options were limited. However, the
owner had a different plan for his employee. He let Marshall resume his position as a
driver but, one day, proposed something different. “I think you should go in the
laboratory and learn the business, the trade,” he said. 101 Marshall sat in disbelief. He had
never seen or heard of a Black man working in the dental laboratory. The owner’s reasons
were simple. “Because you have a family and you can do it, because you’re perfectly
capable of learning it, and I would like for you to go in the laboratory,” he explained to
Marshall.102 The owner, however, understood racial dynamics in the workforce. In order
to ensure a smooth transition for Marshall, he went to the foreman and explained that
Marshall was to become his apprentice. The foreman “looked at him [Marshall]
funny.” 103 He knew that he could not say anything against Marshall working under him,
as he would certainly lose his job in the process. Marshall learned quickly and soon
became a dental laboratory technician. Within a few months, he had also taken on more
responsibilities and became “one of the leading people” in his office. He earned a good
salary, enough in fact to save money for a house and to purchase some shares.104
Reaching middle-class status, Marshall voiced his desire for his wife to stay home
with the children. Marshall had seen Melnea’s friends get out early in the morning
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“taking [their children] somewhere,” so that they could go to work. 105 He was rather
uneasy with their situation and confessed to his wife that he “hope[d] [she] never have to
do that.”106 The family did not need her financial contrbution and could afford for her to
stay home, do the house work, and volunteer where felt the need.
Being a stay-at-home mother, however, was not a restful affair. Melnea’s schedule
was filled with chores and obligations. She usually woke up between 6:30 and 7:00 am,
“starting right in”, as she put it. 107 She prepared her husband’s and children’s lunches, got
them ready for the day, and put them out the door to go to school or to work. She then
started her housework. Since her family did not own a washing machine, she attacked the
tedious task of hand washing all of the family’s clothes. She hung the dresses outside, on
the “pulley line,” and, once dried, ironed them and starched the girls’ dresses. In addition,
“with the children, you had to cook,” she explained. “I cooked all the time,” she added,
“made bread and made rolls, pies, et cetera.” 108
Shopping was also part of her responsibilities. On Fridays, she would put her baby in
her carriage and walk three blocks south to Washington Street then four more westward
toward the shopping district. She shopped at Blair’s, Timothy Smith’s or Houghton and
Dutton’s.109 Her ability to purchase goods at stores frequented by the middle- and upperclass showed her belonging to a wealthier segment of society. However, she saved money
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on other essentials. She made some of her children’s clothing. She often could purchase
fabric to make two or three dresses for the price of one sold in the stores. She would also
save on food by sending Marshall to Faneuil Hall in downtown Boston. He would make
the trek on Saturdays in order to get the freshest foods, “meat and fish and vegetable,
fruits, et cetera.”110 When Marshall jr. “was good-sized and getting big,” he would
accompany his father to the market.111
At the time, Faneuil Hall was the place to get everything a family needed at a cheaper
price. Farmers came with their horse-drawn carts or automobiles with fresh products. At
the market, families haggled the prices to get even better bargains. They met friends and
socialized while purchasing what they needed for the week. Once at home, they put their
provisions in the icebox, making sure that the pan underneath did not overflow, and “get
on the lady’s ceiling downstairs.”112 When Melnea needed more ice, she put a card in the
window signaling to the iceman that she needed a new block.113

Despite her busy schedule, Melnea was able to do more community work as a
married woman than she had done as a young working woman. She joined many
organizations and helped with voter registration in 1920. The 1920 election took place in
a particularly tense context for the community. In fact, according to Melnea, women were
scared to death due to the disinformation campaign that had taken place through the
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years. “They felt that if they voted, it might affect their husband’s jobs,” she explained,
“‘cause that’s what they were telling them.”114 Melnea’s mother in law, Rosa Brown, took
the lead in reversing the effect of the misinformation. She felt that women needed to be
educated about their new role in the political arena. Her organizations, the Saint Mark’s
Congregational Church, the NAACP, and the Women’s Service Club, reached out to
women from all classes and backgrounds. Mrs. Wilson and Mrs. Hall, two prominent
activists, also reached out to their followers and other people from their neighborhood.
The ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment had been a long process. After years of
discussions and deliberation, Congress approved the amendment in June 1919, and
submitted it to the states for ratification. Within the first twenty days, Wisconsin,
Michigan, Kansas, Ohio, New York, Illinois, Illinois, and Pennsylvania ratified the
amendment. Massachusetts followed suit on June 25th. However, by the end of 1919, only
22 states had ratified the bill. Requiring thirty-six states to ratify the amendment, the
future of women’s suffrage was still in the balance. From January to March 1920, thirteen
additional states approved the bill, pushing the total to 35 states, only one shy of the
number needed. In August, Tennessee became the 36th state to ratify the bill, making it
officially an amendment to the United States Constitution.
Upon learning of the ratification, Mayor Peters of Boston extended the registration
period of the primary election set to take place on September 7th in order to allow women
to register. He explained simply that, “in the possession of the ballot, women of the
country now have equal responsibility with the men in the conduct of the affairs of the
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nation.”115 Extending the registration period by two days, he “urge[d] every woman who
ha[d] right to vote to so register, to do so without delay.” He finished his statement on an
optimistic note; “Let the women of Boston show the way in exercising the newly
conferred power.” 116
As soon as they learned of their ability to register, women flooded the registration
booth opened in several locations in the city. Despite being open from 9 am to 10 pm
daily, the booths could not meet the demand. Within the first day of the extended period,
3042 women registered, raising their total number to 25,386. 117 Exempt from the annual
poll tax, their numbers rose to 31,809 by the 21st of August.118 During the evenings,
registration booths opened in the different wards to ease the registration process. In Ward
13, where Melnea voted, a registration booth opened at the William Bacon School, on the
corner of Vernon and Auburn Streets, at mid-point between the African American and the
Irish community.
The primary election embodied women’s desire to participate in their state’s and
nation’s political life. Anti-suffragists, who claimed that they did not believe in the vote,
cast their ballots all over the city.119 Some reported suspicious activities but refused to fall
for them. In the South End, a woman was directed to “vote for twenty” at the top of the
list of candidates. Upon reading the whole ballot, she noticed that only 19 names were
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listed. Requesting the help of the warden of the election, she commented that, while
directed to “vote for twenty,” she was not going to have her “ballot invalidated by any
such political trick as that.” Some followed their husband’s recommendations while
others thought patriotically, wondering which candidate would “do Ireland the most
good.”120 In Roxbury, a group of women came to the poll from the Home for Aged Men
and Women. Slowed down and sometimes disabled, they still could not pass up the
opportunity to cast their ballots. Neither speed nor age kept women away from the polls.
One woman, in fact, took nearly “26 minutes by the watch to mark her ballot,” making
her choice quite deliberately. At 102 years old, Annie Stone, the oldest woman voter in
Roxbury, could not get to the polls. Although she had intended to cast her ballot, a
“bronchial affection” kept her home. However, she told the reporter of the Globe that she
“hope[d] to vote in November.” Finally, in Dorchester, public and private spheres met as
women “wheeled baby carriages to the Codman-sq[uare] voting booth, and lined them
up,” in the street, prior to casting their ballots.121
If the primaries allowed Boston to iron out the last logistical points for the November
election, it also gave the city a taste of the complexity of the political climate. In fact, the
instability of the previous months had fostered nativist and racist sentiments. Eager to
feel some stability, Bostonians sought to elect someone who shared their views and who
could represent their interest. In this sense, the stakes were extremely high in Ward 13. As
delineated in 1914, the Ward was, for the first time in 1920, almost equally divided

120

Idem.

121

Idem.
!115

between African Americans and Irish Americans. Of the 14,765 eligible voters, 6,765
were Massachusetts-born Irish American, 2,782 people had been naturalized, and 5,218
voters were of African American descent. Ward 13 was in fact the ward with the highest
concentration of African Americans voters in the entire city. As a consequence, the
election of 1920 could change the balance of power in favor of the Republicans. With an
excess of 330 over their male counterparts, women, if voting as a block, swing the
election one way or the other. To add to the already explosive situation, two members of
the Black community, Republicans Matthew W. Bullock and Andrew B. Lattimore,
opposed incumbent Democrats Timothy J. Driscoll and Frank J. Burke in 1920. Elected
in 1917 as Representatives, the Democrats could not predict the results of the election.
Knowing that the African American community traditionally voted Republican and that
their numbers were almost equal to the number of Democrats in the Ward, the race
promised to be tight. That the two Republicans were African Americans made the results
even more difficult to forecast.
But while their predecessors adopted redistricting as a way to maintain their power,
Ward 13 Democrats used a more hands-on approach to their perceived problem. After the
primaries, a strange rumor emerged. Some of the Black voters claimed to have received
circulars from the “League of Voters,” a fake entity, warning them that their voter
registration was illegal. In response to the claims, the Attorney-General conducted a short
investigation. In the end, the inquiry failed to prove that the Democrats had committed
any type of misconduct during their electoral campaign, letting Burke and Driscoll off the
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hook. Matthew W. Bullock and Andrew B. Lattimore, however, grew suspicious of their
opponents.
Born in 1881, Matthew W. Bullock was originally from Dabney, North Carolina, a
small town located approximately thirty-five miles southeast of Durham. His parents,
Jesse Bullock and Amanda Sneed who had been born in slavery, decided to take their
children, Joseph, Matthew, Henry, and Martha, North to Everett, Massachusetts, to give
them better opportunities and to escape racism and persecution. Quickly, the children
assimilated to their new environment. At Everett High School, Matthew found solace in
sports, becoming the captain of the baseball, football, and track teams. During his senior
year, he also coached the football team, becoming the first Black coach in a
predominantly white high school.122
His academic and athletic talents earned him admission to Dartmouth College in the
Fall of 1900. At Dartmouth, he enrolled in the Latin Course, one of the three tracks
offered at the college. He continued to fulfill his passion for sports by joining the
“football squad,” during his freshman year, as well as the football team and the track
team during his sophomore year.123 Not only was Matthew an accomplished athlete, his
also was a talented singer, joining the College Choir and the Glee Club as bass, during his
sophomore year.124 He continued playing football and remained on the track team until
his graduation in 1904.
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Being the only Black student on the football team proved to be a difficult experience
which highlighted racist and paternalist attitudes towards African American students in
predominantly white schools. In a newspaper clipping that he had carefully preserved,
Matthew was described as exemplifying the college’s “democratic spirit.” By admitting
Matthew as a student, a faculty member, “talking to a friend, a faculty member of a rival
college,” claimed that Dartmouth was “the most democratic institution in this country.” In
the margins, Matthew noted “another lie,” a sign of his disagreement with his faculty’s
statement. Recounting Matthew’s arrival at Dartmouth, the professor continued. “When
he got there he had not a cent, and had not a friend,” he mentioned, “the boys took him
in,” “they furnished his room,” “they paid his tuition; paid his board—paid his way
through college.”125
This narrative, however, was far from the truth. The paternalistic attitude towards
Matthew could not compare to the events which took place during the DarmouthPrinceton game of 1904. During the first scrimmage, a Princeton player deliberately
broke Matthew’s collarbone. When accused by the reporter of having “absorbed
Princeton ideas,” described as a “strong Southern sentiment,” Princeton quarter-back,
Tommy Burke was offended. “We didn’t put him out because he is a black man,” he
explained. He proposed a more pragmatic reason; “we’re coached to pick out the most
dangerous man on the opposing team.” His reply left both Bullock and the reporter rather
unsatisfied.
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Following his graduation from Dartmouth College in 1904, Matthew enrolled at
Harvard Law School. Although he might have received scholarships, Matthew also
worked during his time at Harvard. He was the first salaried African American football
head coach at a predominantly white college, the Massachusetts Agricultural College,
now the University of Massachusetts - Amherst. Despite his performance, the college did
not find the funds to rehire him the following year. As a consequence, he returned East
and coached the Malden High School football team. In 1907, after two extremely bad
seasons, Mass Aggie called their star coach back to the college. Having graduated from
Harvard Law School in 1907, Matthew stayed one more year in Amherst, prior to moving
to Atlanta to join the ranks of the faculty of Morehouse College, a private, all-male,
liberal arts college. 126
In the South, Matthew faced racism in a way that he had never experienced in
Massachusetts. After teaching social sciences and coaching football at Morehouse for five
years, Bullock left his position to open his own law practice. However, he only worked as
a lawyer for a short period of time. In fact, his daughter later explained that he decided to
leave his practice as an attorney in 1915, “after being called ‘boy’ by a few judges in
court.”127 He returned to the academic world, taking a position as Dean of the Alabama
Agricultural and Mechanical College for Negroes from 1915 to 1917.128 During the war,
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Matthew worked for the YMCA in France and in England.129 He finally returned to New
England, established himself in Boston in 1919, and became the Executive Secretary of
the Boston Urban League. In the city, he met his running mate, Andrew B. Lattimore.
Andrew B. Lattimore’s path to activism resembled the path followed by Melnea Cass
in the early 1910s. His parents, Andrew and Mary Lattimore, fled Hampton Virginia and
came to Boston prior to Andrew’s birth in 1882. In the city, his father held positions as a
porter, a coachman, a salesman, and as a clerk. Andrew, Sr. was also an activist. He had
joined the ranks of the Grand United Order of Oddfellows, serving as Deputy Grand
Master, and as a member of the sub-committee of arrangements. In the late 1880s,
Andrew Sr, took an interest in city politics. In 1887, he was elected as an Alderman for
Ward 9. In 1888, he was elected as a representative on the city’s common council, and,
the following year, he ran for the state election as a representative for the Republican
Party.
Te elder LAttimore’s position as a representative allowed him to challenge racial
prejudice in the city. In 1890, he worked with the American Citizens Equal Rights
Association to elect delegates to the state convention of the association. At a meeting held
on May 15th, 1890, he argued that, “there is a need for colored people striking down
certain state officers.” These officers, he explained, were “tainted by colorophobia.”130 In
fact, he believed that “colorophobia” encouraged police brutality. He felt that the “board
of police” was “thus contaminated.” During his term at the legislature, Lattimore was
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considered a “successful and painstaking representative.” In 1894, due to his reputation,
mayoral candidate Edwin Upton Curtis promised that he would appoint Lattimore as
Commissioner on the Water Board. However, once in office, Mayor Curtis appointed East
Boston’s John H. Sullivan instead. The appointment was one of the many examples of
what the Boston Globe, called the “cheap politics” of the Curtis administration.131
Moreover, some argued that Lattimore had been used as a pawn by the Republican
Party to secure the vote of the African American community. “This position,” reported
the Globe, “was to be given [to] the colored citizens as a recognition of their services to
the party and of the loyalty of the colored men in casting almost their full strength for
Mayor Curtis.”132 According to Isaac Allen, Lattimore’s nomination had clearly been a
ploy by the party. Although he was “glad to see the Negro recognized,” he said, he
believed that, “Mr. Lattimore would have never been nominated if anyone had thought he
would be successful at the polls.” 133 Allen’s speech challenged the good faith of the
Republican party, reputed to have supported the efforts of the community in the civil
rights struggle. Stung by the circumstances of his defeat, Lattimore became even more
radical in his attacks against racism.
Growing up in the shadow of his father, Andrew, Jr. was raised with the belief that
one needed to help his community. A dedicated student, he went to public schools in
Boston. Upon graduation, he started working for the Public Services Department at City
Hall. Like many other young men of his generation, he worked to save the money
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necessary to pursue further studies. He enrolled in the Boston College of Physicians and
Surgeons from which he graduated in 1913.134 His colleagues recognized his aptitudes in
medicine and allowed him to be one of the very few doctors to receive his license to
practice prior to receiving his medical degree.
Practicing medicine for the Black community required Dr. Lattimore to adapt his
practice to the neighborhood’s needs and means. In this light, he opened his office in his
home at 19 Greenwich Street and, a few years later, at 28 Warwick Street. To help his
patients, he sometimes offered his services pro bono, with the understanding that they
could not afford the care that they received. His work, however, had several advantages.
His practice offered him an intimate look into the community, since his patients were also
his neighbors and colleagues. It allowed him to see public health issues and to work with
the authorities to help resolve the situations that he observed. Moreover, his position as a
doctor working with patients from all types of socio-economic backgrounds allowed him
to cross class, and sometimes, race boundaries in the neighborhood.
Because of their position in their community, Matthew Bullock’s and Andrew B.
Lattimore’s candidacies posed an even greater challenged to the already complex
election. With the uncertainty of the women’s vote and the fact that the ward was almost
equally divided between Irish Catholics and Blacks, the Democratic party jumped into
action. Democrats Frank Burke and Timothy Driscoll capitalized on the intolerance of
their electorate by leading an openly racist campaign. Burke, for example, repeatedly

134

It is possible that Lattimore studied at Tufts University which was first named the College of Physicians
and Surgeons in Boston. The Boston College of Physicians and Surgeons closed in 1906. Yet, Lattimore’s
medical license shows him as having graduated from the college.
!122

affirmed that, “he did not represent” “the colored voters and other colored residents” of
his district.135 He openly voiced his dislike of the African American community and
proudly said that, “he was glad” not to have received their votes because “he did not
represent them,” that “they were not good, none of them,” and that “he had no use for
them.”136
However, neither of the Democratic candidates limited their campaign to words.
Instead, they began distributing written material inciting even greater prejudice against
Bullock and Lattimore. As the weeks went by, the message increased in intensity, from a
somewhat gentle encouragement to a direct attack toward the Republican candidates.
They first distributed small black cards, printed in white letters, to approximately three
thousand voters in their ward. The cards clearly stated their message: “Re-elect two
White Representatives, Burke and Driscoll.”137 A few days later, they sent another
circular to the same voters, increasing the pressure on their electorate. Allegedly prepared
by the “Citizen’s Committee of Roxbury,” the four page brochure asserted that it was its
duty “to examine the character and record of the various candidates for the House of
Representatives so as to choose the best men.”138 Comparing “who they are, what they
are, and the principles by which they stand,” the circular claimed to trace a portrait of the
candidates in the election.
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Far from an unbiased depiction of the Republican candidates, the brochure simply
smeared Matthew Bullock and Andrew Lattimore as inept, denigrating their personal and
professional achievements, and their status in the neighborhood. First, the circular
dismissed the Republican’s residency in the Ward. While the brochure identified as born
in and longtime residents of Ward 13, it identified Andrew Lattimore, who also lived well
within the boundaries of the Ward since his birth, as being only from Boston, a more
generic entity which distanced him from his electorate.139 Similarly the brochure
described Matthew Bullock as a Southerner from Dabney, North Carolina, despite his
long-term residence and history in Boston and in New England.
To add insult to the injury, the publication erased the public record of both Matthew
Bullock and Andrew Lattimore. Despite the two Republican’s experience within the
community, nationwide, and abroad, the Democrats simply deemed them unfit to
represent the interests of the Ward. In fact, they claimed that Matthew Bullock was “a
new man in our midst,” whose loyalty to the district was questionable. Furthermore,
Andrew Lattimore’s “affiliations and surroundings [were] such as to render him an unfit
man to represent the whole people of his district.” 140 The circular could not have been
more unclear as to what constituted their questionable background and support.
Ultimately, the Democrats accused Bullock and Lattimore of attempting to deceive the
voters. Claiming that the Republican candidates had “conceal[ed] from the public the fact
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that they were colored,” the committee argued that the Republicans were trying “to
secure an election through subterranean and dark lantern methods, hoping that they might
swept into public office on an impending political tidal wave.”141
The Democratic campaign delivered its final hit on November 1st, 1920, on the eve of
the election. On that day, Lula West, a 31 year-old African American domestic worker
who lived in Roxbury, and Catherine E. Scott, the 27 year-old wife of an African
American stableman, received letters from Mrs. Malcolm A. Webster, the secretary of the
“Massachusetts Election Commission.” The letters, printed on the “Commission’s”
stationary, stated that they were “ILLEGALLY” registered to vote, and that if they were
to cast their ballots, they would face a $500 fine and imprisonment for a full year. 142
The direct attempt at suppressing women’s ballots was a response to the power that
the women yielded in the community. In fact, West and Scott were only two of the five
hundred Roxbury women who received such letters, all of whom were African American,
and three white women who were married to Black men. 143 Some women quickly
realized that the letters were simply part of a scheme intending to scare them from the
polls and, thus, suppress their vote. However, many fell for the ploy, with at least two
hundred women subsequently refusing to vote at the election, according to the Boston
Herald Traveller.144 As a consequence, Matthew Bullock and Andrew Lattimore lost their
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election by less than two hundred votes each.145 Suspecting the hand of their opponents,
Timothy J. Driscoll and Frank J. Burke in the tactic, Bullock and Lattimore presented a
petition to the House of Representatives, asking for an investigation and for a new
election to be held.146 During the recount, Bullock gained 83 votes while Lattimore
earned an extra 75 ballots. The new tally narrowed the margin between Republicans and
Democrats but was not enough to oust Burke and Driscoll.147 Matthew and Andrew
sought further justice in front of the State’s Attorney-General and the State Legislature’s
Election committee.
Despite a Republican Governor and Republican majority in the Legislature, the
hearing was a travesty of justice. Racial epithets flew left and right, Burke specifically
calling Andrew Lattimore “a monkey and an ape.”148 Witnesses did not come to the
hearing, one of them being detained in court while the other, at the exasperation of the
committee, simply overslept.149 Reprimanded for his disregard of the court, Harry L.
Donahue, the assistant registrar of voters, became aggressive. When lunch recess was
announced, Donahue made his way to the plaintiffs’ table and began calling the plaintiffs’
counsel names. The court officers had to pull Donahue outside of the courtroom, in order
to diffuse the situation. In the afternoon, the heightened security in the room made the
tension even more palpable.
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Despite the proof submitted, the committee felt that the petitioners, Bullock and
Lattimore, had failed to demonstrate that the letters, the circular, and the actions of the
Democrats during the campaign had influenced voters in a tangible manner, rendering the
election fraudulent. However, one of the members of the committee, Republican John C.
Brimblecomb of Newton, condemned the Democrats actions in his minority report.
Although he admitted that there was no “‘legal objection’ to a candidate for office stating
that he does not care for any particular vote,” Brimblecomb felt that Burke’s conduct was
reprehensible. According to Brimblecomb, Burke had “repeatedly indicated, both in
public speeches and in private conversations, his utter contempt of members of the Negro
race, and had used insulting, obscene and profane language regarding colored men and
women.”150 As a consequence, he further recommended that the “House of
Representatives may take this attitude into consideration in deciding whether or not a
representative marking such remarks is a fit person to assist in preparing laws for the
government of the whole people.” 151

The 1920 voter suppression scandal highlights the changing circumstances in
Boston’s political arena. The arrival of Black Southern migrants to the city challenged the
demographic composition in several of the working-class wards. The tension
surrounding the demobilization and the context of the Red Scare increased racism and

150

Reports of Contested Election, 85.

151

Ibid., 86.
!127

nativism in the city. As women gained the right to vote in 1920, the atmosphere became
even more volatile.
Especially in the South End and in Roxbury, Black working-class women's
organizations displayed their political strength and their power in the electoral arena.
Their mere presence challenged the balance of power between Republicans and
Democrats.

!128

CHAPTER 3
BOSTON IN THE GREAT DEPRESSION, 1929-1939
In the early 1930s, Roxbury was a vibrant neighborhood. Boston’s Jewish community
lived in the Sugar Hill area, a section of the district located in the triangle of Walnut,
Humboldt, and Elm Hill Avenues. Roxbury was also a neighborhood in transition. Some
Black families had slowly moved to the area, buying new properties as Jewish residents
left for the suburbs. Despite the severe economic recession affecting the city, fresh and
delicious food was always available. Fish, Kosher meat, and fruits filled the merchants’
stalls on Blue Hill Avenue. As one resident recounted, in the early morning, the delicious
smells of “bakeries, half moons,” “cupcakes, and hot cross buns, all the other kinds of
pastry and baked goods,” slowly woke the neighborhood to life.1 On the corner of
Humboldt Avenue, the theater showed the latest Hollywood productions. A block down
the street, the Charles Street A. M. E. Church and the Saint Mark’s Episcopalian Church
offered religious services to Black parishioners. After church services, youths attended
Sunday school. Jewish temples also punctuated the neighborhood, holding services on the
Friday nights and Saturdays.2 Some of the synagogues, which had joined the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations, even offered services on Sundays, as an attempt to
keep “abreast with the time and to win for it the respect of the Gentile wold.” 3 Despite the
differences in the neighborhood, an atmosphere of tolerance reigned in the streets.
1

Jackson, 1-2.

2

It is possible that a number of synagogues offered services on the Sunday as well to appeal those who
adopted American Reform Judaism. See Olitzky, Kerry M. “The Sunday-Sabbath Movement in American
Reform Judaism: Strategy or Evolution?” American Jewish Archives 34, no. 1 (1982): 75-88.
3

Cited in Dwyer-Ryan, Meaghan, Susan L Porter, and Lisa Fagin Davis. Becoming American Jews: Temple
Israel of Boston. (Waltham, Mass.: Brandeis University Press, 2009). 36.
!129

While the district felt suspended in time, Boston experienced deep transformations.
Unemployment plagued the city’s stagnant economy. Families pooled resources, took in
relatives or friends, and cut all unnecessary expenses from their already tight budget in
order to make ends meet. Black workers faced increased discrimination as the economic
depression deepened and unemployment numbers rose. Despite the abundance of fresh
food in the merchants stalls, soup kitchens opened their doors to feed the needy.4 Some
boys even hunted pigeons on State Street, in downtown Boston, to feed their hungry
family. 5 Until the development of direct aid policies through the New Deal, the Overseers
of the Poor of Boston was one of the many organizations which provided unemployed
city residents with welfare relief.6 However, the relief budget only went so far in helping
families.
In the depth of the Depression, grassroots organizations and other charities attempted
to fill in the gap of aid available to Bostonians and the increasing needs of the population.
In this context, the organizers of these programs, and especially Black working-class
activists, set the framework necessary for the professionalization of their services, using
both governmental and non-governmental resources. Through this professionalization,
they institutionalized the grassroots organizations that they had created, such as nursery
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schools and some social services. But these organizers were also activists, and
simultaneously, these institutions became political grounds, allowing the community to
better respond to the crisis at hand. Through the story of Melnea Cass, a Richmond-native
working-class mother established in Boston since 1906, and of Lucy Mitchell, a Daytonanative educated middle-class mother, we discover the roots of the transition toward the
professionalization of grassroots organizations and of the services that these institutions
offered. The trajectory of these upwardly-mobile, educated, Black reformers informs our
understanding of this transformation which took place in Boston in the 1930s. We are
also able to examine the ways in which their own lives, and especially their difficulties,
deeply influenced the push for reform during the Great Depression.

Melnea and Marshall Cass, a young couple and parents of three young children,
experienced the difficulties of the Depression first hand like many other Bostonians
residing in Roxbury in the 1930s. Married since 1917, the couple had so far lived a
comfortable life on Harold Street, at the heart of Roxbury. Following his honorable
discharge from the army in 1919, Marshall returned to his pre-war job at the dental
laboratory. Only a few months after his return, he had received a promotion. Before the
war, Marshall ran errands, took care of the deliveries, and did menial tasks around the
shop. Upon his return from the military, the owner offered him to work in the laboratory
with his white coworkers. A rare opportunity for a Black man in the 1920s, Marshall’s
promotion also came with a substantial raise, giving his family the means to save money
to buy a house.
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The stock market crash of 1929 halted the economic expansion of the Roaring
Twenties. The uncertainty of the stock exchange and of the banking industry led many to
panic, in fear of losing everything. In a frenzy, consumers withdrew their money from
banks. The domino effect was almost instantaneous. Banks failed, businesses filed for
bankruptcy, and employees lost their jobs. The fragile economic health of the nation
complicated the already precarious position of Black families in Boston. Facing a high
employment rate, city residents struggled to make ends meet. Extraneous expenses such
as dentures and other dental treatments became somewhat of a luxury that many
Bostonians could no longer afford. Like many others, the decrease in revenue forced the
owner of the laboratory where Marshall worked to file for bankruptcy. Marshall and his
coworkers lost their jobs in 1932 but they were not the only ones. Several dental
laboratories faced a similar fate between 1931 and 1933. 7 Marshall’s lack of income put
his family in a difficult position.
Like many other new residents of Roxbury in the 1920s, they had been optimistic
enough to buy a house. During the 1920s, the mass production of automobiles and the
development of auto loans had made purchasing a vehicle easier than ever before. With
this mode of transportation available, many wealthy families decided to move outward to
the suburbs. Jewish Bostonians who lived in Roxbury, for example, moved to Brookline
and Newton, two suburbs located west of Roxbury. The “exodus” of white Bostonians to
the suburb in addition to the instability of the 1930s, transformed the housing market in
Roxbury. In 1930, rent in the neighborhood averaged between forty and fifty-five dollars
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a month. A decade later, owners offered the same dwellings for less than thirty-five
dollars a month. This drop in housing prices lead to what historians described as a pattern
of racial succession.8 As Jews left and real estate value dropped, African Americans
began to move in the neighborhood. Similar to the phenomenon emerging in the South
End after the Great Fire of 1872 and the Panic of 1873, African Americans were finally
able to afford a unit in the neighborhood.9 When Melnea and Marshall bought their house
on Harold, only two or three Black families had already moved to their street.10 Melnea
recalled that, “it was supposed to be a better area,” with “better houses” and “better
schools.”11 Built in the early-twentieth century, the New England triple-decker, common
in Roxbury, offered six or seven rooms per unit.12 Big enough for multigenerational
families, the triple-deckers also offered the opportunity to rent the second or third unit to
tenants in order to offset the mortgage cost.
According to Melnea, the transition of Black families to the neighborhood was, in
fact, surprisingly harmonious.13 Historians shared her perception of this shift, noting that
the arrival of Black families in Roxbury was met with tolerance, respect, and few
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struggles or violence. Many African American families experienced a similar
phenomenon when moving to the Jewish neighborhoods of Chicago and Detroit as well.
On the opposite, those who moved to predominantly Catholic neighborhood encountered
violence, vandalism, and anti-Black protests in greater numbers. 14 Melnea and Marshall
took advantage of this housing market when they purchased their home. Less than a
decade later, however, they faced the risk of losing their property.15 Because of his
veteran status, Marshall was able to quickly find work at the Watertown Arsenal.
Established in 1816, the arsenal produced steel artillery pieces. When the section in
which he worked closed, he found himself unemployed again. This time, his search for a
new position remained fruitless.
Historians agree that the Great Depression had a particularly harsh effect on Boston.
With a labor force of approximately 355,00 people, some sectors of Boston’s economy
had stagnated in the first quarter of the century. Industrial and manufacturing accounted
for a declining portion of the city’s economy. However, Boston’s port industry boomed
until the 1930s. The city was the first fishing port in the Western hemisphere, with
hundreds of ships and their crews bringing their catches to the city. As one of the region’s
largest commercial ports, Boston handled more than half of New England’s wholesale
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trade.16 Before the 1930s, retail fared well, surpassing all other cities, not in volume, but
in per capita value. A finance and knowledge city, Boston employed a large number of
professional workers in the banking and publishing industries, as well as in the medical
and education sectors. These industries also allowed for the creation of hundreds of white
collar support jobs.17 Despite this economic diversification, the city relied on external
markets and acted as an intermediary on the national level. The New York stock exchange
crash of 1929 caused a chain reaction which ultimately precipitated Boston’s economic
downfall. In 1931, Boston’s unemployment rate had already reached the double digits. 18
In the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Black workers fared disproportionately
worse than the members any other ethnic group. Across the state, while approximately
19% of the white workers were unemployed, 32.3% of the Black workers were also out
of work. This discrepancy between Black and white workers was seen across the nation.
By 1931, one-third of Black workers based in Southern cities were unemployed. 19 By the
end of 1932, nearly half faced the same fate. In Northern and Midwestern cities, the
situation was even more dire. Approximately 40% of Black workers were unemployed in
Chicago, 48% in Pittsburgh, 50% in New York City, 56% in Philadelphia, and 60% in
Detroit.20 Last hired and first fired, African Americans faced even more discrimination
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and violence as employment security diminished.21 As unskilled and semi-skilled
workers, they were easily replaceable by other workers, usually white. The lack of relief
for African American workers only added to dismal employment situation. In fact, most
relief programs did not extend eligibility to agricultural and domestic workers, both being
predominantly Black sectors.22 Melnea described the situation as “a terrible siege of
distress,” giving the impression that the struggle would never end.
Melnea, like many other Black lower middle- and working-class women during the
Depression, took on the role of the family’s breadwinner, when her husband lost his job.23
Black women taking employment outside of the home was not, in fact, a new
phenomenon. A large proportion of them already worked to support their families prior to
the Depression. As unemployment rose, Black women took on more responsibility, often
taking on additional work or offering rooms in their homes to boarders to make ends
meet.24 As an increasingly large number of white middle-class women entered the
workforce for the first time, competition for women’s jobs increased. If racial
discrimination had restricted Black workers’ access to a number of positions, it had also
allowed others to somewhat evade competition from white workers. Domestic work, for
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example, remained predominantly a women’s niche in Boston throughout the Great
Depression. However, domestic workers, both Black and white, faced worsening
conditions as the economic recession deepened. They often worked more hours while
earning less for their services. In some cities, the precariousness of employment even led
the NAACP to compare the situation to a slave market as women lined up in the streets,
offering their services, hoping to be picked up for the day.25
Melnea, like many other women of her generation, had only planned to work
temporarily in order to stabilize her family’s financial situation. She took on full-time
employment, “so [they] wouldn’t have to lose the house, and so [that they] could live
better.”26 After all, she had to support her husband, her mother-in-law, and her three
children. She took a position as a domestic worker at the Arnolds, a family living in
Newton.27 She only expected to work for “three or four weeks,” the time that she thought
would be necessary for Marshall to find a new job, and for the Arnolds to find someone
else to replace her as a live-in domestic.28 However, things did not go as planned. Despite
his qualifications, Marshall could not find work even as a janitor. 29 Melnea arranged for
her mother-in-law, Rosa Brown, who had lost her husband a few years before the Great
Depression, to take care of the children and of the household while she was at work.
Weeks became months, and months became years; Melnea stayed at the Arnolds for three
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years before Marshall could find work as a guard at one of the federal buildings in Boston
through the General Services Administration. 30
Unlike most domestics who worked during the depression, Melnea received a good
salary and enjoyed decent conditions. She worked six days a week taking care of the
children and of the house. She earned between eighteen and twenty-one dollars per week,
or $1,092 a year at her highest pay rate. Her annual income was just below the average of
$1,302 annual income for a family’s breadwinner of any gender without distinction of
race in Boston in 1934.31 In other cities, employers claimed to be able to find women
willing to work for less than six dollars a week or $312 a year, less than a third of
Melnea’s salary.32 Others employers maintained their employees wages to pre-Depression
levels, but required them to work every day, often doing the work that had previous been
done by multiple people.
While her salary allowed her to support the family and pay the mortgage, Melnea cut
out all non-essential items from her budget. Instead of purchasing pre-made garments,
she continued to make all of the family’s clothing by hand. She planned the family’s
meals carefully to avoid waste as much as she could. Since the family did not own a car,
she cut down on her transportation expenses by riding out to Newton with Mr.
Washington, a friend of hers, or if he was not available, by “go[ing] part of the way on
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the trolley and then tak[ing] a cab the rest of the way home.” 33 In 1934, transportation
accounted for nearly five percent of an average family’s budget. Staying overnight at the
Arnolds helped her save even more money. She went back home on Sunday afternoon,
stayed with her family overnight, and returned on Monday morning. 34
Melnea and Marshall experienced additional financial worries as multi-family home
owners. Since she was the sole breadwinner for the family, Melnea counted on her
tenants’ rent to supplement her income and pay her mortgage. However, as the economic
depression progressed, her tenants faced the same shortcomings that Melnea’s family
experienced. They lost jobs, had difficulty finding new work, and struggled to make ends
meet at the end of the month. Like other African Americans nationwide, they faced
economic stagnation throughout the 1930s.

Lucy Mitchell née Miller, who had established herself permanently in the city of
Boston in 1923, also had to make difficult decisions for herself, her family, and her
community. Like Melnea, Lucy worked full-time throughout the Great Depression. In the
first months of her marriage to Joseph Mitchell, a handsome young man whom she had
met during her time at Talladega College in Alabama, she maintained her career, traveling
across New England, lecturing about race relations.35 She worked primarily with
Congregational churches, offering different workshops and lectures. Joseph, who
graduated from Boston University Law School in 1923, had struggled to establish his law
33
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practice.36 While Lucy never described him as such, Joseph had been a rather popular
playwright during the mid- and late-1920s. Sharing the concerns of his New Negro
Renaissance contemporaries, he wrote on matters of race, discrimination, unemployment,
and other difficulties experienced by African Americans in the 1920s. In early 1924, Lucy
got pregnant.
The news of her pregnancy challenged her views about her own career. The use of the
term “career,” by Lucy and myself in this context, is problematic and anachronistic but it
is deliberate. It implies a choice that many Black women did not have at the time. It hints
at the fact that these women studied to do the work that they chose and could easily see
themselves growing into these careers. Lucy explained that, in the early years of her
relationship, she “felt strongly that marriage and parenthood came first.” She had planned
on being a stay-at-home mother since he husband could easily provide for her family. She
could spend her time with her children and maintain some engagements on the side.
However, she was torn. She explained that, although satisfying to some extent, “home
duties and child-rearing activities did not meet all of [her] needs for self-development.” 37
Like Betty Friedan several decades later, she felt that something was amiss. She knew
several middle-class Black women of her generation who continued to work either to
supplement their income or by choice, well after their marriage.
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During the first half of the twentieth century, a substantial number of African
American women worked in what historians considered to be “help sectors” such as
“homes for the aged, hospitals and sanitariums, nursing schools and colleges, orphanages,
libraries, gymnasiums, and shelters for young migrants.”38 They sought work in fields
where they could apply the skills that they had learned through work experience or in
schools, instead of jobs requiring little experience or knowledge. Black women chose
these careers deliberately as they offered opportunities for upward mobility. While most
women chose to work for a short term period, some Black women chose careers in which
they could see themselves not only working for a long period of time, but also in which
they could be promoted and develop as individuals and as workers. Opportunities for
promotions, however, remained limited in the early twentieth century. In Boston, rigid
hiring policies, most non-spoken, not only discriminated against Black workers, they also
denied employment to married women or to those considered “improper” until well into
the 1940s.39 Still, despite these restrictions, the number of married Black women who
pursued a career increased steadily through the first half of the century and led slowly to
the professionalization of these helping sectors.40
Lucy credited her husband for the support that he offered her which allowed her to
fulfill her desire for self-development during her child-raising years. Seeing her
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discontent with staying at home to raise her children, Joseph had encouraged her to take
on a part-time job and to continue her studies.41 In spite of his demanding schedule as a
young lawyer, he took on some of the household duties and shared child care
responsibilities.42 In the 1920s, Black men promoted their “right” to be the family’s
breadwinner, and “keep their wives at home.”43 Joseph, by contrast, embraced Lucy’s
desire for a career, supported her while she worked outside of the home, and took on
more of the household responsibilities. Whereas some men insisted that their wife pursue
a career suitable for her status, Joseph had no such demands. As long as Lucy was happy
and felt fulfilled, he was willing to help.
Lucy’s second pregnancy followed quickly after the birth of her daughter. This
pregnancy, however, was plagued by complication. Lucy was bed-ridden, possibly due to
pre-eclampsia or a hypertensive disorder, which affected her kidneys. Her health
improved after the birth of her son. She restricted her professional activities to the
occasional lecture, spending more time to recuperate and to take care of her baby. Within
six months her son’s birth, she was pregnant again. Her kidney condition came back in
force, leading her doctor to the only possible solution; she needed to terminate her
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pregnancy as soon as she could.44 Although still considered illegal, doctors practiced
abortion when they considered it necessary, for example when pregnancies threatened the
life of the mother.45 Following the abortion, Lucy asked her doctor what she should do to
avoid getting pregnant again as she knew that another pregnancy would lead to a similar
outcome. To her dismay, however, his solution was quite straight-forward: abstinence.
Clearly, his answer left her unsatisfied. “To a young married couple in their early twenties
and thirties,” she confessed, “that did not seem really a practical or viable alternative.”46
While discussing birth control was taboo in the first half of the century, Lucy
broached the subject with several of her friends, only to find that other women also
wanted to limit the size of their families for financial, medical, or personal reasons such
as a desire to work. Determined to find viable solutions to their problem, she consulted
the practitioners at the Margaret Sanger Clinic. The family limitation movement had
emerged in 1916 in the city, following the arrest of a young Fabian socialist who had
given a pamphlets entitled “Why and How the Poor Should not Have Many Children” to
an undercover police officer.47 Activists formed the Birth Control League of
Massachusetts to organize his defense. Although socialists and Fabians remained in the
group, by the 1920s, the League focused on bills that would make contraception available
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only with a doctor’s prescription to help legitimize birth control activities in the city. 48
Despite the controversial nature of the organization, Lucy quickly became involved in the
movement. She helped the clinic by facilitating meetings in the neighborhood. She
opened her home, invited neighbors who wanted to receive information about birth
control, and organized lectures on “the various devices coming into use at that time.”49 As
historians note, more women took interest in the birth control movement during the
difficult economic times.50 In particular, married women from all economic backgrounds
reached out to birth control clinics in greater numbers to receive advice and medical
procedures. 51 As the number of abortions increased, so did police scrutiny on the clinics.
Boston’s censors also targeted Margaret Sanger’s clinic several times over the course
of Lucy’s involvement. In the 1920s, the judicial system still applied the provisions of the
Comstock Law and of the “Blue Laws” of Massachusetts on what it considered
obscene.52 The Comstock Law, named after morality crusader and United States Postal
Inspector Anthony Comstock of New York State, prohibited the distribution of “lewd” or
“obscene” material through the mail. While the legislators left the definition of “obscene”
to the discretion of the postal inspectors, the law contained specific provisions against the
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circulation of materials containing information “for the prevention of conception, or for
causing unlawful abortion.” 53 Locally, Boston’s censors and elected officials played an
important role in maintaining puritanical prohibitions on what they, and the Catholic
Church to some extent, considered obscene.
In fact, in the 1920s, Boston’s censors lived up to the popular expression “banned in
Boston.” If bans on the works of Upton Sinclair, John Dos Pasos, H.G. Wells, Ernest
Hemingway, and others were accepted as remnants of Boston’s puritanical legacy, the
extension of censorship to free speech shocked many liberal residents.54 In 1929, for
example, Boston’s Catholic mayor James Michael Curley prohibited Margaret Sanger
from speaking at the Ford Forum, during a banquet given in her honor.55 The censor
order, however, served both Sanger’s and the Ford Hall’s cause. At the event, the
toastmaster, Harvard professor and historian Arthur Schlesinger, Sr., “ceremoniously
placed a gag on her mouth,” and read her speech in her place.56 Free speech lawyers
Clarence Darrow and Morris Ernst, as well as William Lloyd Garrison’s grandson and
journalist, Oswald Garrison Villard, attended the event to protest Curley’s attack against

53

On the Comstock Law, see in particular Wheeler, Leigh Ann. Against Obscenity: Reform and the Politics
of Womanhood in America, 1873-1935. Johns Hopkins U. Press, 2004.; Beisel, Nicola Kay. Imperiled
Innocents Anthony Comstock and Family Reproduction in Victorian America. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1997.; Gordon, The Moral Property of Women, 111.
54

See in particular Boyer, Paul S. “Boston Book Censorship in the Twenties.” American Quarterly 15, no.
1 (1963): 3-24.; Boyer, Paul S. Purity in Print: Book Censorship in America From the Gilded Age to the
Computer Age. Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002.
55

Ford Hall was in fact a stronghold against local censorship in the 1920s. Cited in Tom Davis, Sacred
Work : Planned Parenthood and Its Clergy Alliances. (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press,
2005). 213. Arthur M. Schlesinger, and D.D. Spotswood Rogers. A Life in the Twentieth Century. (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 2000). 40.
56

Several Harvard professors had joined the Eugenics cause in the 1910s and, by extension, also supported
birth control rights. The eruption of the First World War pushed reproductive rights to the back burner. See
in particular Gordon, The Moral Property of Women, 185.
!145

Sanger. Unfortunately, the stunt did not achieve the results that the organizers had
expected. The following day, The Boston Transcript reported on the event, claiming that
the evening had been “wasteful clowning.” 57
Despite the legal danger, Lucy did not cease her activities. While she never defined
herself as a birth control activist, she kept her house open to those who wanted to learn
about contraception after the Margaret Sanger Clinic’s activities were outlawed in the
state. She only stopped her involvement with the movement in her early forties, after a
uterine tumor forced her to get a hysterectomy.58 Her involvement, however, opened her
eyes to endemic issues in Roxbury. Barriers such as poverty, lack of education, lack of
child care, and discrimination prevented women from accessing careers in which they
could fulfill themselves as individuals and help their community. In an attempt to abolish
at least one of these obstacles for other women, she turned toward the child care
movement.

A few years after the birth of her daughter, Lucy found her calling in the child care
movement. As a young mother of two toddlers with a desire to do more, she searched for
child care options in her neighborhood. She had heard, through another parent, that the
Ruggles Street Nursery School had just opened, a few blocks from her house. Dr. Abigail
Adams Eliot, a Radcliffe graduate, had founded the nursery as a project of the Women’s
Education Association in 1922. Under the tutelage of the Association, Eliot had spent six
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months in London, at the McMillan Nursery and Training School, in order to study the
best and most innovative techniques in child care and in child development. Located
between Roxbury and the South End neighborhoods and targeting Black children, the
nursery embodied these new trends in child development. Assuming that difficult socioeconomic contexts meant that these children lacked access to resources for cultural,
physical, and mental development, Dr. Eliot considered the location to be ideal for the
development of her new educational program.59
The nursery’s program opposed the more recent child development theories which
prescribed the creation of a certain distance between children and their teachers.60
Behavioral psychologist John B. Watson, for example, argued that parents should avoid
coddling their children in order to raise them to be self-sufficient, self-disciplined, and
balanced adults.61 At the opposite educational spectrum, Dr. Eliot fostered the creation of
a deep bond between teachers, parents, and their children, by requiring parents to spend
time with them at the facility during a transition period. 62 In fact, Lucy chose the program
for that specific reason. It fostered a “warm, friendly, personal relationship between
parents and teachers and the director” and promoted the involvement of parents in their
children’s development. The parental participation requirement, however, forced Lucy’s
family to make some schedule and household adjustments. Similar to Melnea’s family
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arrangements during the Depression, Lucy enlisted the help of her mom to handle daily
tasks and to provide additional child care. The timing could not be better as Lucy’s
brother was moving away from the city, leaving his mom without a place to live in an era
before Social Security guaranteed an income to elderly citizens.63
As enrollment increased, Dr. Eliot began searching for more members of the
community to teach at the nursery. Seeing that Lucy thrived as a volunteer in the early
childhood environment, Dr. Eliot suggested that she take graduate classes in order to earn
her teaching certificate. Joseph could not be more supportive of his wife’s emerging
career. However, maintaining a balance between their work and home life proved to be
more difficult than the couple had expected. With Lucy taking graduate classes at Boston
University while working at the nursery and Joseph trying to establish his law practice, a
lot of the housework fell upon Lucy’s mother’s shoulders.64 To lessen her burden, the
family asked Joseph’s mom, who lived in Cleveland at the time, to move in with them.
Their arrangement resembled that of other Black families living in Boston, where
multigenerational and extended-family homes were still the norm in the mid-1920s and
early-1930s. In Roxbury, a majority of the families took in family members or boarders
during difficult economic times.65 Just as Melnea’s aunt came to help when her mother
Mary passed away, relatives often moved in to give a hand to family members with small
63

Social Security was implemented as a New Deal measure in 1935. Since the Social security system is
based on employee contributions, Lucy’s mother would most likely not have been eligible to receive
compensation, even a decade or so later. See in particular Kessler-Harris In Pursuit of Equity.
64

Mitchell, 38.

65 A quick

analysis of the 1920 and 1930 census nominal lists for the neighborhood of Roxbury and the
South End shows that a large proportion of the neighborhood’s households shared their space with boarders
or family members. More research should be considered in order to understand the magnitude of the
phenomenon in the city.
!148

children.66 As historians noted, most Black families in the South relied on kin networks
for economic purposes.67 In most cases, newcomers to the household provided either
work or wages, replacing one’s income after the death of a parent, or compensating for
the work left behind within the household during transition periods.
However, both Melnea’s and Lucy’s extended-family arrangements somewhat
differed from those of other Roxbury and South End Black families. With the exception
of a period of three years during the Great Depression when Marshall was unemployed,
neither Lucy nor Melnea needed the additional income to support their families or to
maintain their social status. In fact, both women maintained their outside commitments
and jobs by choice instead of by obligation. Their desire to help their community and to
pursue a career drove their need for such living arrangements. This was also the case in
other Black middle-class families in the North and in the South who did not depend on
the economic contribution of family members to make ends meet. In this sense, Melnea’s
and Lucy’s particular experience likely differed from other Black working-class families
in first half of the century Boston, whose living arrangement ensured the family’s
economic survival.
Finally, while both Melnea and Lucy saw their family’s arrangements as an
opportunity for greater social development for their children, they also recalled that
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tensions could emerge from the arrival of new family members in their household.68 By
bringing both sides of the family together, Lucy had hoped that her mother and her
mother-in-law could give each other company. Yet, she knew that having both of them
under the same roof could create tensions and friction, and destroy the harmony in her
home. After all, Joseph’s mother had had issues with her own daughter’s family in
Cleveland. So, in order to resolve issues before they even developed, Lucy made sure that
everyone knew what was expected of them. She explained that, as soon as her mother-inlaw arrived, “the four of [them] sat down for a very frank and open conversation.” 69 The
discussion revolved around the “need[…] for all of [them] to exercise as much
understanding, sensitivity, and forbearance as [they] could in interacting with each other.”
The goal was to make their arrangements “an amicable living situation,” allowing her to
pursue her career without having to resolve conflicts at home. 70
She applied the principles that she used at work to ensure that the children benefited
from a coherent environment. She discussed the responsibilities of each adult in the house
and defined the relationship that each of them had with her children. Lucy’s mother, who
had lived with them for a while, took responsibility for the children. The children went to
her for permission and for their basic needs.71 She also cooked dinner and continued to do
groceries for the family. Lucy took her where she needed to go and made sure that she
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fulfilled all of her mother’s needs.72 Joseph, in return, took his mother to church on
Sundays and to other places during the week. His mother took responsibility for the
household tasks similarly to what she had been going at her daughter’s place prior to
moving to Boston. Possibly the result of trail and error, Lucy and Joseph ultimately
agreed that they would not listen to any complaints from one mother-in-law about the
other nor would they intervene in any conflicts between them; the two mothers would
have to resolve issues by discussing what bothered them between themselves.

When she joined the newly opened nursery at the Robert Gould Shaw House in 1931
as its assistant director, Lucy Mitchell saw herself as an educator who, not only was
responsible for the education of the children, but who also played an important role in her
community. In line with her fight for civil rights and for reproductive justice, the child
care movement provided a political space to Roxbury parents. Similar to the space
provided by the Melnea’s Kindergarten Mothers a decade earlier, the nursery allowed for
the political mobilization of parents around neighborhood issues. The origins of the
nursery and its mission played a crucial role in fostering the emergence of grassroots
organizations in the neighborhood.
The Robert Gould Shaw House nursery opened in 1931 following a public health
study conducted by the Boston Health Association in the lower Roxbury neighborhood.
During the study, the Association found a high incidence of tuberculosis among school-
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age children and their younger siblings. Consumption, as it was once called, affected
primarily the lungs of its victims but could also spread to their nervous system, bones,
lymphatic system, liver, spleen, and pancreas. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
doctors prescribed time at the sanatorium to their infected patients, hoping that the fresh
air and rest would help them.73 While German physician Robert Koch isolated the
bacteria, mycobacterium tuberculosis, hence identifying the cause of the disease, in 1882,
it took nearly 65 years to identify the cure, the antibiotic streptomycin. Until then, the
disease often proved to be fatal. In Black communities, the death rate neared five out of
seven victims, making the disease the most common cause of death among African
Americans in the early 1900s.
If it was believed to have a racial component, with approximately 50% of all urban
African American contracting the disease while growing up, tuberculosis only
discriminated across the economic line. 74 Considered the “disease of the poor,”
tuberculosis opportunistically spread to those who suffered from poor nutrition, poor
housing conditions, and the lack of medical care.75 In Boston, the disease was endemic in
working-class neighborhoods. As early as 1929, an increase in tuberculosis-related deaths
lead Massachusetts officials to rethink their strategies in tackling the issue. In 1930, the
73
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legislature financed the construction of the Middlesex Tuberculosis hospital for the hefty
sum of $1,453,800.76 The hospital, unfortunately, could not supply the demand. Even
with a greater access to care, at least twenty-five percent of Boston’s tuberculosis patients
did not receive treatment in the early 1930s.
Upon the completion of the 1931 study, officials posited that prevention remained the
best strategy in fighting the disease. As a result, they recommended “the establishment of
a nursery school in a settlement house.” Nursery educators would dispense health
education programs to both parents and children in the most affected neighborhoods.77
Despite its institutional origins through the recommendation of the Boston Health
Association, the Robert Gould Shaw House nursery followed the ideology of its
predecessors, the Kindergarten Mothers and the Friendship Club. In a similar way, it was
as a point of entry into the community. Educators and parents discussed neighborhood
issues, health problems, and other concerns in addition to matters pertaining to the life of
their children at the nursery. As time passed, parents became more politicized and
attempted to improve conditions in the neighborhood, beyond the requirements of the
program.
In order to reach the objectives of the Boston Health Association, Lucy hired a
multidisciplinary team of providers. With the help of these providers, Lucy did some
“intensive work with the parents of the children attending the school” and continued her
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intervention well after “the disease [was] brought under control.”78 In fact, she even
expended the role of the nursery further than the original plan to provide “education,
health and social services,” as she wanted to meet “the total development needs of the
child and his family.” She identified multifaceted issues, often linked to systemic poverty,
that she could tackle through the nursery, such as problems food insecurity,
unemployment, access to resources available to the neighborhood, difficulties due to
disability of the parents or the children, illness, behavioral issues, alcoholism, and many
others.
She explained, however, that, “understanding the scope of the service came slowly.”
Roxbury residents still thought of nursery schools as locations where unskilled workers
took care of the children. In order to justify the professionalization of nursery school
workers, and to convince other professionals that their roles were crucial to her project,
Lucy had to complete what she saw as some “intensive work” not only with the parents
but also in the community itself. She approached “social workers, health workers,
nutritionists, pediatricians, and psychiatrists as well as teachers,” to discuss the need to
work together to provide holistic care to the children and to their families.79 Her approach
was in fact a precursor to the development of Head Start, an Office of Economic
Opportunity Anti-Poverty Program, three decades later.
If members of the neighborhood did not fully understand Lucy’s project, the
professionalization responded to the growing concern of a number parents and educators
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about the lack of quality and standards of child care in the city. In the early 1930s, there
was little to no legislation regulating day care facilities in Massachusetts. Children and
teachers faced overcrowding, lack of appropriate educational material, high children to
teachers ratios, and inadequate facilities. Some did not have access to a safe outdoor
space for the children to play.80 The discrepancy between these conditions and the trends
in health care could not be more striking. Whereas doctors prescribed fresh air and
personal space to help their tuberculosis patients, overcrowding was the norm in nursery
schools. When the demand for child care, especially in working-class neighborhoods, far
exceeded the demand, poorly-, if even, trained educators took on the duties of running
centers, amplifying the problems that Lucy noted.81
To address the situation, Lucy emphasized the role of the Robert Gould Shaw House
nursery as a training school. She was, in fact, instrumental in affiliating the school with
Tufts University to host several research projects. The school participated in a study on
the “influence of nursery school attendance on a child’s later adjustment and success in
school,” which later became yet another base for Head Start.82 She increased the visibility
and the funding of the nursery, and led her team in the testing and improvement of early
childhood education programs. Greater Boston area colleges, such as “Tufts University,
Wheelock College, Boston University, and Garland Junior College,” sent their early
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childhood education students to gain experience during their field training. 83 This unique
collaboration not only allowed for students to receive rigorous training on site, it also
offered a pool of qualified teachers from which the nursery could recruit their future
employees. In taking these steps, Lucy legitimized the training of teachers and help
professionalize the child care industry, both in the city and at the state level.
Teachers, however, were only one part of the equation. In order to fully
professionalize child care, educators needed institutional and governmental support.
During the Great Depression, enrollment in nursery schools and funding decreased
substantially. Seeing a double opportunity of a structured governmental program, the
Robert Gould Shaw House Nursery staff, as well as many other child care employees,
advocated for the New Deal Program establishing nursery schools as “a resource for
providing jobs for unemployed teachers” as well as an opportunity to offer respite to
families in need. 84 As historian Lynn Burlbaw pointed out, the Emergency Nursery
Schools aimed to “combat[…] the physical and mental handicaps being imposed upon
these young children in the homes of needy and unemployed parents.” 85 Even if the
realignment of the teachers’ skills toward the needs of younger children required a steep
learning curve, the number of nurseries increased from approximately 350 to 2,500
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schools across the United States. With a budget reaching $10,7 millions in federal funds,
the WPA Emergency Nursery Schools allowed between 44,000 and 72,000 children to
enroll for a year in nursery school programs.86 In Massachusetts, a group of early
childhood professionals “took on the task of preparing grade school teachers for their
work with the very young child.”87 As the unemployment rate slowly decreased and
mothers returned home, centers closed their doors. However, the program had illustrated
the need for governmental oversight over nursery and child care facilities, and the
importance of the professionalization of early childhood education workers. Described as
one of the only New Deal programs helping Black families, the Emergency Nursery
School program paved the way for federal involvement in child care through the Lanham
Act of 1940.

During the Second World War, women entered the workforce in greater numbers to
contribute to the war effort. As a consequence, the need for child care increased
exponentially. Child care employees worked around the clock to fulfill the needs of the
war factories, making it difficult to find suitable places for their children to stay,
especially overnight. Through the reapportionment of approximately six million of
dollars from the WPA programs, the Lanham Act provided matching funds to the
communities to establish child care services to answer the needs of working mothers.88
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Under the Act, families, regardless of income, could take advantage of low cost child
care. Conceived as an emergency war measure, the Act required communities to prove
that they had a need for child care due to war production. 89 Arsenals located in the
Greater Boston area justified the participation of the city’s communities in the program.
More than 3000 centers opened under the Act, serving nearly 600,000 children in fortyseven states.90
The funds, however, only provided for part of the solution. Lucy especially
remembered that, “poor care was tolerated and compromises made in order to have a
place to put children’s bodies while their mothers labored to produce war materials.”91
The Lanham Act recommended a teacher to children ratio of 10-to-1, though the ratio
was seldom followed.92 Twenty-four hours services were particularly at risk. Lucy
remembered “the horrible conditions under which many children were cared for.” They
were “hazardous to their health, safety, and damaging to their well-being.”93 But
desperate times called for desperate measures and “women were needed to help build
ships.”
Appalled by the conditions that she had seen through the years, Lucy formed a
committee to conduct a statewide investigation. Overcrowded centers, babies in group
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care, and under-qualified teachers were the norm across Massachusetts. In the western
part of the state, a woman single-handedly provided to a group of twenty three-year old
children during the morning period. 94 Lucy advocated for legislations to regulate and
enforce day care standards across the state but her efforts failed during the war. In the
following years, she increased the pressure on the state legislature, asking each time for
governmental oversight of child care facilities. For most of the 1950s and 1960s, Lucy’s
professional life focused toward passing a state licensing law and setting up state-wide
standards of child care. Every year, she proposed bills to the legislature without any
success. In 1961, the governor appointed a commission to study the issue.
Lucy’s and Melnea’s needs as mothers intertwined with their work as community
activists. At the peak of the Depression, they joined grassroots organizations which
attempted, although with limited success, to fill in the gap of aid available to their
neighborhood. In this context, Lucy’s child care work set the framework necessary to the
professionalization of their services. Using both governmental and non-governmental
resources, she worked to legitimized the institutions that others, like Melnea, had created
as grassroots organizations. These institutions became political grounds, allowing the
community not only to better respond to the crisis at hand but also to voice their demands
in terms of equality and opportunities.
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CHAPTER 4
FROM “AN INSURANCE ON THE COMMUNITY” TO THE “PEOPLE’S
RENEWAL,” 1945-1955
In the early 1950s, the city had somewhat recovered from the Great Depression. Yet
Boston’s hope for post-war prosperity had not materialized as expected and the lasting
effects of the economic downturn persisted. Since the Depression, Black Bostonians’
occupational status had stagnated. Nearly fifty-three percent of all Black workers held
unskilled jobs, notwithstanding their education level. Only eleven percent of them held
white-collar positions in the city. 1 In 1950, these Black workers, who brought home a
median income of $1,587, were paid disproportionally less than their white counterparts,
who earned on average $2,191.2 Black women eared the least, with a median income of
$1,423.3 Overall, Boston’s family’s take home pay remained one the lowest for large
cities residents well into the decade.4
Poverty, especially in immigrant and Black neighborhoods, and a substantial increase
in population following the war, complicated the already difficult housing situation in the
city. In 1950, 801,444 people lived within the boundaries of the city. Of these, 40,157
African Americans called Boston their home. Between 1940 and 1950, Boston’s Black
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population had nearly doubled, accounting for a little more than five percent of the city’s
total population.5 Ninety-eight percent of these Black Bostonians lived in what the Urban
League described as the “Black Boomerang,” “a contiguous, geographically compact
area” encompassing part of the South End, Roxbury, Roslindale and Dorchester
neighborhoods. This area, which later became what scholars called Boston’s ghetto, was
the only place where Black residents could afford and were allowed to live.6 If the city
did not officially allow discrimination based on race, unspoken conventions and financial
limitations still prevented African Americans from living wherever they pleased.
Upon their inception, Boston’s federally-funded urban renewal projects had given
residents hope that the housing crisis would soon be resolved. The Federal Housing Act
of 1949 had extended funds to build more than 810,000 public housing units nationwide.7
If the Act stipulated that local authorities were not to “discriminate against welfare
cases,” and that rent had to be established at a level “at least 20 percent below the lowest
rent,” Boston’s developers did no such thing. Instead of building low- and moderateincome units, Boston’s developers constructed what became luxury units, further
segregating the city along economic and racial lines. In addition to the razed historic
district and retail businesses, Boston lost more housing units than it gained from the
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1950s through the 1960s. The surviving units remained in poor shape. By 1960, only
47% of all non-white occupied housing were considered “sound,” compared to 78% of
all-white occupied housing. Thirty-seven percent of non-white dwellings were considered
in a “deteriorating state,” and ten percent in a “dilapidated” state, compared to thirteen
and two percent of white-occupied housing respectively.8 In addition, nearly thirty-two
percent of the remaining apartments were considered “substandard” units since they
lacked indoor plumbing.9 To add insult to the injury, Black Bostonians who rented these
units usually paid more for them. Sixty-two percent of Black renters paid over sixty
dollars a month for their lease, compared to forty-four percent of their white
counterparts.10
If city-sponsored programs did little to improve the fate of the poorest residents, they
also denied a voice to their citizens in the process and considered their participation to be
“worse than a nuisance.”11 In response to the city’s efforts to keep Black residents out of
the decision process, Muriel and Otto Snowden, a young couple recently established in
Roxbury, launched their own community-led “neighborhood renewal” projects. Through
Freedom House, a grassroots organization formed in the late 1940s, they built upon the
work of activists such as Melnea Cass and Lucy Mitchell in order to legitimize and to
institutionalize their efforts.
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This chapter will analyze the transformation of Black grassroots organizations from
the 1940s to the end of the 1950s. In this chapter I will argue that the professionalization
and the institutionalization of these organizations, coupled with the development of
community agency, led to the politicization of the resident of the “Black Boomerang.”As
a consequence of this politicization, the residents of the South End, Roxbury, and
Dorchester articulated a list of demands, which included the desegregation of the Boston
Public School System, the improvement of the physical health of the neighborhood,
protection from police brutality, the end of gang violence, and better economic
opportunities for Black Bostonians.
In this sense, the trajectory of Muriel and Otto Snowden, two young educated, Black
reformers, informs our understanding of this transformation which took place in Boston
in the 1950s. Through their lives, we can examine the ways in which the community
changed, and how Muriel and Otto Snowden intervened to help the community regain a
sense of agency.

In the 1940s and 1950s, Muriel Snowden, née Sutherland, was instrumental to this
transformation. Born in Orange, New Jersey in 1916, Muriel remembered moving to the
town of Glen Ridge when she was approximately three years old. Her mother, Reiter, had
begun to feel uncomfortable raising her children in “the growing ghetto atmosphere that
was developing in Orange” at the time. 12 Her father, William H. Sutherland, agreed with
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his wife. A successful Howard University trained dentist, he wanted his children to grow
in a respectable environment, to have access to a proper education, and to enjoy the
lifestyle that he had secured for his family. Moving from Orange to Glen Ridge, only
three miles away from their home, proved to be more complex than they had initially
thought.
Glen Ridge was the typical middle-class suburb emerging in the 1920s. A “bedroom
community” located approximately nine miles west of Newark, New Jersey, Glen Ridge,
like many other suburbs, was predominantly white and planned to remain that way.13 In
fact, members of the community had entered a “gentleman’s agreement,” preventing
white families from selling their property to Black families.14 Similar to Black
Bostonians who used a third party to buy a house in white neighborhoods, Muriel’s father
purchased their house “through a straw,” circumventing the many restrictions imposed on
the housing market.15 While legal, their purchase was not legitimate in the eyes of the
Sutherland’s neighbors. To avoid the wrath of the community, the wealthy Black middleclass family waited until nighttime to moved into their thirteen-room property.16
13
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While disapproving of the situation, Muriel described her neighbors as “genteel.”
Contrary to their Southern and, since 1915, Northern and Midwestern white counterparts,
residents of Glen Ridge “didn’t burn any crosses.”17 Clearly referring to the terror tactics
of the Ku Klux Klan, she contrasted her neighbors’ feelings from the violence perpetrated
against African Americans in other cities and suburbs from 1915 throughout the 1920s. 18
In this sense, Glen Ridge’s residents organized, as Muriel described, “all kinds of
community meetings over this black family having moved in.” Like the politics of
respectability developed in middle-class Black communities of the South, William
approached the problem by trying to gain the trust of his neighbors.19 He made
improvements to the house, displayed his social status, and showed his worthiness to the
neighborhood. Soon, Muriel explained, their neighbors’ attitude changed toward her
family. William had gained the respect of his neighbors because they were “different.”20
Muriel’s upbringing explains part of her attitude in confronting Boston’s racial
discrimination and difficulties. Having grown up in Washington, D.C. and in South
Carolina respectively, Muriel’s mother and father attempted to shield their children from
white racism. Muriel noted that belonging to the upper middle-class gave them some
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respite. “Because my father was a professional man,” she explained, “and because we had
some of the amenities of life, we could insulate ourselves from this kind of constant
irritant, the abrasion.”21 Owning two cars, they could travel without the difficulties
experienced by those using public transportation. With the help of Black newspapers and
of their personal connections, they carefully crafted itineraries which allowed them to
travel “without running into discrimination.”22
Yet, in spite of their parents efforts, the Sutherland children experienced
discrimination in their own town. One day, Muriel and her brother William, or Bill to his
family, decided to go to the movie theater, a mere two blocks away from their father’s
dental office in Bloomfield, New Jersey. Since the theater did not have a balcony, African
Americans were forced to sit on the left hand side of the room. Upon learning of the
incident, Muriel’s father went to the theater, “raised hell,” and ensured that his children
would never be subjected to such indignity again. A similar event took place when an
employee refused to serve Muriel and her brother at the ice cream parlor in East Orange,
again, only a few blocks from the family’s house. Once more, her father stood up for his
children, “raised Cain, and again [the Sutherland children] were not subjected to that kind
of treatment as individuals.”23
Muriel’s father’s reaction’s to instances of racism and micro-aggressions taught his
daughter to fight against injustices. Muriel’s mother also reinforced this behavior in her
21
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daughter. When a teacher told Muriel, at the last minute, that she could not be in a play,
her mother went to the school and “raised the roof.” Muriel explained that her mother
“was a firebrand,” “and [that] she wasn’t about to take nothing from nobody.” 24 When
Bill’s first-grade, white Southern-born, teacher warned him that he could not come back
to school with tonic in his hair, Reiter went to the school to “raise hell again.” Muriel told
an interviewer in 1977 that, “it got to the point that when she was coming,” “everybody
in the school started shaking, including the principal.” Reiter had “established early on
that this Sutherland family was not to be tampered with,” since she intervened whenever
her children suffered any type of insult or injury.25 Reiter clearly explained to her children
that racism came from ignorance and that they only “needed to feel sorry,” not mad, for
those who mistreated them. William and Reiter also taught their children that no one
could be truly free until everyone was treated fairly, notwithstanding their racial or
religious backgrounds.26 This philosophy left an undeniable mark on Muriel who, a few
decades later, used her parents approach to foster interfaith and interracial dialogues in
her neighborhood.
Muriel first came to Massachusetts in 1934, when she enrolled at Radcliffe, Harvard’s
sister college. Her experience at Radcliffe exemplifies the racial tensions seen in the
Greater Boston area, and in the North, in the mid-1930s. Valedictorian of her class, in a
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highly ranked predominantly white high school, Muriel had a good chance of receiving a
scholarship to go to Radcliffe. Upon getting her acceptance letter, she learned of the
opportunity of funding her college costs by the Radcliffe Club in New Jersey, an alumni
organization which provided scholarships based on merit. Her guidance counselor had
withheld the information from her, possibly due to her race, allowing a white student
from Montclair, who had earned lower grades, to get the scholarship.27 This “omission”
was, in fact, a sign of things to come.
Well into the 1930s, Radcliffe, like Harvard University, refused to allow Black
students in the dormitories.28 Like Mary Gibson, a Black student who enrolled in 1913,
Muriel was refused a room on campus.29 Campus officials claimed that they were
concerned about Muriel's “happiness,” arguing that she should make friends prior to
moving with them on campus. In layman’s terms, Radcliffe would not force any of their
white students to share accommodations with a Black student. Instead, Muriel needed to
meet other Black Radcliffe students, and once she had established friendships, she would
be allowed to move on campus and to share a room with them. Muriel refused to live at
any of the off-campus accommodations that Radcliffe had proposed to her. Instead, she
27
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spent her first year living with friends of the family, whom she considered relatives, in
the conservative town of Belmont, some four miles west of Cambridge.30
However, Muriel explained, after her freshman year, “[she] was no better off in terms
of friendship than [she] was when [she] first went there.”31 Before leaving for the
summer break, she returned to the Dean of Students to talk about her situation. Once
again, she was given “the whole hoopla, about [how she] wouldn’t be happy.” This time,
however, the dean was clearer than ever; she “was attractive and [she] should have gone
South to school.”32 The Dean’s suggestion clearly reflected the officials’ biases. Many
school administrators believe that Black students would fare better in the South, often
implying that they would benefit from an industrial instead of a liberal arts education. By
also declaring that Muriel was “attractive,” the Dean might have implied that she would
be better off in the South, in order to find a partner and to become a housewife, instead of
having to take on unskilled work to support herself upon graduation. Reiter, who attended
the meeting with her daughter could not believe what she was hearing. Muriel recalled
that her mother explained that she had not asked the college to take care of her daughter’s
social life.33 She insisted that, as her parents, they would “take care of that.” All that they
wanted was for Muriel to have a place in the dormitory.
Reiter’s lack of experience in the politics of higher education could explain the
confrontation with Radcliffe’s Dean of Students. Muriel considered her mother to be a
30
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highly educated for a woman of her generation. Reiter completed high school in
Washington, D.C.34 After graduating, she trained in millinery at the Hampton Institute in
Hampton, Virginia. Reiter was an ambitious woman who, according to her daughter, was
“very class conscious” and “color conscious.” Muriel stated that, growing up in a
working-class family, “she was a product of that Washington society that was based on a
lot of false kinds of values.”35 Although not specific on which values she considered
false, Muriel acknowledged that her mother, perhaps in response to her own past,
invested as much as she could in her daughter’s education. She hoped that Muriel could
benefit from opportunities which had been out of reach to her. At the beginning of her
sophomore year, Muriel moved into the dormitories, in spite of the Dean’s concerns about
her “happiness.”
As a college student, Muriel, like many other women of her generation, felt that could
only access limited academic and career options.36 A gifted French speaker, she had
gravitated towards languages, and chose to pursue a Romance languages major. However,
she realized halfway through her degree that she “had made a mistake.”37 In addition to
her required courses, she began auditing as many sociology classes as she could. She
recounted that she “was still majoring in French,” but that she “tended to do [her] French
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papers based on sociology field trips that [she] had taken,” for her sociology classes. But,
as a young Black woman in 1938, and even with a Radcliffe degree in hand, she had very
limited career options. While her mother had hoped that she would become a teacher,
Muriel felt that her calling was in social work. Upon graduation, she returned to New
Jersey and tried to find a job quickly, even if she still did not know exactly what she
wanted to do at the time. Following a lengthy discussion with a family friend, she
decided to take the civil service examination. She interviewed for a position at the
welfare board and, in December, received a telegraph announcing the good news. She
had been hired as investigator for the Essex County Welfare Board.38
Despite the concerns of her supervisors, Muriel’s first appointment was the Third
Ward, the red-light district, in Newark. The supervisors’ concerns reflected the mentality
of the time. Would a young attractive black woman be safe working in such ward? Would
she be confused with less respectable ladies, working in the neighborhood? Muriel,
however, had no concerns whatsoever; she acknowledged that,“even then [she] had more
nerve than good sense,” claiming that her attitude was “something that protects you.”39
For the first time in her life, the investigative position gave Muriel an insight in the
life of working-class and poverty-stricken African Americans. She had grown up in a
predominantly white middle-class environment where she had been sheltered from
others’ difficulties. As an investigator at the height of the Great Depression, she could not
help but to get acquainted with abject poverty. “It was a real eye-opener,” she admitted,
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“to see people living behind apartment houses, in shacks with brown paper in the
windows and potbellied stoves.”40 Living only seven miles away from the district during
her childhood, she had never seen such misery. As time went, though, this misery tore her
apart.
On one hand, she could not distance herself enough from the difficulties that her
clients experienced. Her empathy made her vulnerable to her clients’ abuse. For example,
during her first weeks with the Welfare Board, she visited an elderly man who told her
that he did not have enough money to purchase coal to heat his home. Eager to help, she
cashed her pay check, went to the store, and bought a bag for him. She later realized that
the man had manipulated her. She explained that, “he was more astute and experienced at
survival than [she] was,” leading him to take advantage of her naiveté.41
On the other hand, she disagreed with the stringent and dehumanizing policies of the
Welfare Board. She could not resign herself to tell clients, who genuinely struggled, that
they could live comfortably on the meager allowances, approximately thirty dollars, that
they received from the state through the New Deal programs.42 She could no longer
follow procedures and try to convince them that, “if they had any little bit of excess, at
least on paper,” “they should be giving that to their parents or grandparents.”43 In 1943,
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five years after joining the Welfare Board, she quit her position and began reflecting on
her next steps.
This incursion in Muriel’s early career allows us to understand her insistence on
helping her community despite, and perhaps also because of, her experience with the
Welfare Board. As she wanted to move away from government programs who failed
those in need, she discussed her options with her brother William.44 Reminding her of
their upbringing and of her work with Newark’s Black community, he argued that she
could be “a bridge between the black community and the white community.”45 He
explained that their socio-economic background, manners, and education allowed them to
“move easily,” within white circles. In that sense, she could go back to graduate school in
Social Work where she could learn the theoretical background and gain the credibility
that she needed to shape her own programs.
In order to support her graduate studies, Muriel applied for a prestigious National
Urban League Fellowship. At the time, she had hoped that the scholarship would allow
her to go to Atlanta, to gain “more exposure to black people.” 46 Despite her years
working in Newark, she still felt disconnected from her own people. She had always been
the only Black woman, in a predominantly white environment. Her mentor, Lester
Granger, then president of the National Urban League, did not share her concerns and
44
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attempted to give her a little bit of perspective. He explained that when “you have worked
in Newark, you know something about Harlem.” He added that, “there ain’t nothing in
Atlanta that you can’t find here.”47 After all, Alan Locke had described Harlem as the
“Mecca of the New Negro.”48 Following their recommendations, she enrolled at the New
York School of Social Work to study “community organization with a special emphasis
on race relations.” 49
While at the New York School of Social Work, Muriel married Boston resident, Otto
Snowden. The two had met during Muriel’s freshman year at Radcliffe College.50 The
son of a civilian employee working for the Army, Otto was born in 1914, in Phoebus,
Virginia, a town neighboring the Hampton Institute.51 The Snowden family had moved to
Boston during the first wave of the Great Migration, possibly due to Otto’s father’s work
assignments. As an adult, Otto moved back to the South to study at Howard University,
where he earned a bachelor’s degree in 1937. He returned to Boston upon graduation and
pursued further studies as a “special graduate student” at Boston University.52 In August
1942, he enlisted in the army. In 1944, during a leave, he married Muriel. Soon after her
marriage, Muriel became pregnant with her daughter Gail.
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Like her future colleague Lucy Mitchell, Muriel faced a dilemma during her
pregnancy. Muriel’s scholarship had come with strings attached. Historically, the National
Urban League had only given the fellowship to men. In the context of the war, with few
men, if any, applying, Lester Granger had supported Muriel’s application and granted her
a rare opportunity. However, she had obligations to fulfill: she was a wife, soon-to-be a
mother, a graduate student, and a worker all at once. While trying to juggle all of these
roles, Muriel faced the same questions that Lucy had faced during her first pregnancy.
How could a married woman of her generation maintain a rewarding career while raising
her children? How could she fulfill all of these roles without failing her family? She
stayed in school all the way until Gail’s birth, finishing her last paper in the hospital, only
a few hours prior to the delivery. A few days later, she moved in with her family, waiting
for Otto to be discharged from the military. In March 1946, Muriel and Gail moved to
Boston to join Otto and his family.53
As soon as they settled in the Roxbury neighborhood, Muriel and Otto became
involved in community projects. Within a few weeks of his discharge, Otto joined the
Saint Mark’s Center, the center associated with Saint Mark’s Congregational Church.
Founded in 1895, Saint Mark’s had become an interracial congregation. It counted among
its members several civil rights activists, Melnea Cass and Rosa Brown among others,
who had already been active in the city for more than 30 years. As the director of the
center, Otto developed a number of projects for the neighborhood. In particular, he
followed the trajectory taken by grassroots organizations before him and opened a
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nursery school at the center. In doing so, he inserted Saint Mark’s in the civil rights
traditions of the neighborhood. Soon, Muriel joined him as volunteer. Within two years,
their collaboration led to the creation of the Freedom House, the headquarters of the
community’s civil rights activism from 1948 on.

The foundation of Freedom House, Muriel and Otto Snowden’s brain-child,
symbolizes the institutionalization of Boston’s grassroots civil rights activism
characteristic of the second half of the twentieth century. On June 29, 1948, Otto resigned
from his job as a director of the Saint Mark’s Center. At the time, he could no longer
abide by the discriminatory policies and practices that Saint Mark’s had put forth. For
example, Saint Mark’s administrators had decided to only provide services to Black and
white Christians, despite the fact that East European Jew and Italian American Catholics
from the South End and Roxbury neighborhoods also took advantage of the services
offered at Saint Mark’s.
As a response to Saint Mark’s policies, Muriel and Otto developed a project to help
the neighborhood through a new community center.54 They had a long list of priorities;
they wanted to address housing and school issues, police brutality, and other problems
that they saw in their immediate environment. Lucy Mitchell remembered sitting “for
hours listening to the dreams and ideals” of the Snowdens, in a “small room on Humboldt
Avenue.”55 Their program, however, presented a unique and holistic approach to
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community improvement. They involved residents of the neighborhood in the
implementation of the different actions and policies and, as a consequence, fostered
agency in the community. While Otto had quit his job because of the policies put in place
by the board of directors, he used some of the ideas that he had developed during his
employment at Saint Mark’s for their new project.
For example, Freedom House’s program carried the claims on citizenship seen in
mainstream post World War II America and in Saint Mark’s program. Muriel, in fact,
argued that their program could reinforce American values in the young people of
Roxbury and, at the same time, be the ultimate test to the “American Way.”56 At Saint
Mark’s, teenagers, seven boys and six girls, had acted as “an intermediary between the
Center members and the staff,” “in the spirit of the democratic concept of selfgovernment.” The concept of self-governance, she argued, helped these teenagers
“develop self-discipline, good judgement and a sense of justice as they handle
complaints, petitions, and problems of behavior.” Instead of relying on outside forces, the
center used self-regulations and accountability among the children to ensure discipline.
However, Muriel and Otto understood that teaching democratic ideals would be in vain
“if [the children] live day to day in an environment which belies democracy.” In this
sense, after the end of the war, they had opened a dialogue with the Anti-Defamation
League of B’Nai B’rith, the Jewish Community Council, the Urban League of Greater
Boston, and the Council on Community Affairs of Upper Roxbury to “further intergroup
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understanding” and promoted “harmonious relationships” between the different groups
living in the neighborhood.57
In opening these lines of communication and in inciting democratic principles among
the children, Muriel argued that the center could help the teens become “useful, thinking,
American citizens.” It is possible to argue that her approach to nationalism was also in
line with the pluralist ideology popular in the 1930s and 1940s. 58 Unlike their separatist
counterparts, pluralists argued that members of different ethnic groups could participate
in the American democratic process while keeping their own cultural identities.59 By
representing their own community in an open forum, teenagers gained experience at
negotiating the interests of each group toward a common goal. Pre-schoolers could enjoy
a similar experience at the interracial nursery school, the Play School. With the help of
both Black and white mothers, the Play School program also followed Muriel and Otto’s
desire to open an interfaith and interracial dialogue in the neighborhood.
Ellen Jackson, a Boston native, was one of the children who benefited from this
nurturing environment. Born on October 29, 1935, at the height of the Great Depression,
she grew up on Hollander Street, at the heart of Roxbury. She recalled that, at the time,
African Americans were still a minority in the predominantly Jewish neighborhood.60
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Ellen’s family story resembles that of most members of the community. Her maternal
great-grandparents, two Virginians, had come to Massachusetts to work for a wine
company owner.61 Ellen’s grandmother, Alice Jackson, followed her parents in the
migration. She grew up in Winthrop where she met young Virginian Grandison Booker.
The two got married and moved back to the West End, where the family worked.
Marguerite, her mother, grew up in Boston’s South End neighborhood. After graduating
from high school, Marguerite worked as a seamstress and, later, an elevator operator at
the Chandler’s store on Tremont Street, a job she held until her retirement at age sixtytwo.62
Ellen’s father, David Swepson, was born in Tifton, in Southern Georgia. When he was
a young boy, his family moved to a small rural “half-block” town named Swepsonville, in
North Carolina.63 Throughout his life, he prohibited his daughter from visiting his
birthplace, even though he went back himself. His prohibition for her visit stemmed from
the widespread violence that he had seen and experienced growing up. “Ellen,” he once
told her, “they’ll hang you,” referring to the lynching that he had seen taking place in his
hometown. On numerous occasions, he insisted; “I can’t take you home.”64 He
remembered his hometowns as a place rife with racial discrimination and violence against
African Americans.
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Yet, Ellen recalled that her father’s travels differed greatly from his warnings. She
remembered him bringing Georgia’s peanuts and pecans back with him to Boston. They
would shell the nuts, “roast ‘em, put salt on ‘em,” and put them in “a big bowl.” “We’d
sit there for hours, and eat these peanuts,” she explained. The warmth and comfort of the
food contrasted drastically with the images that he had depicted for her. When Ellen
finally visited her father’s birthplace after his death, she saw a different world. She could
easily imagine the town in her grandparents’ and father’s youth. She explained that,
“there was a town hall, you might say the town square, a few businesses, but it reminds
you of something that you see in the movies.” She could easily imagine a time “where the
town just closes up on a Saturday, ‘cause there was not a soul, maybe two or three people,
walking around.”65 She later hypothesized that her father had come to Boston to escape
the violence that he had often described to her.
Thanks to the opportunities and programs offered in Boston, Ellen’s upbringing
contrasted drastically with her father’s experience as a young Black man in the South.
The middle child, she was four years older than her brother David, and ten years younger
than her older sister Alice.66 Despite the age difference between them, Marguerite and
David Swepson held their children to the same high standards. They provided them with
as many opportunities as possible and made sure that the children “didn’t stay around the
streets during the summer.” “The day after school closed,” the Swepson children were
“packed,” would get a “new pair of sneakers,” and “off to camp,” they would go.67
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Ellen’s experience at Camp Atwater shaped the ways in which she learned about African
Americans, and how she positioned herself in her community.
Located in North Brookfield, Massachusetts, the camp was founded in 1921 by Dr.
William N. DeBerry, a pastor in Springfield, Massachusetts. The oldest black-owned
camp for middle- and upper-class African American children, the camp especially
targeted new Southern migrants to the Springfield area but was opened to Black children
nationwide.68 The camp provided them with a holistic program which included arts,
sports, and cultural activities. It attracted celebrities such as Elma Lewis, a Boston dancer
and artist, who was the camp’s dance director. Jazz singer Cab Calloway’s niece, Carol,
also camped at Atwater and shared sleeping accommodations with Ellen.
While she enjoyed her camp experience, Ellen did not feel quite like the other
campers. She explained that she “wasn’t the right color, and that [her] parents weren’t
poor, but [that they] didn’t have quite the amount of money that some of these other kids
had.” With no special talents or skills to speak of, she did not receive the recognition that
she usually received at home. Her otherness, however, extended to beyond these
pragmatic considerations. “In a sense,” she explained, the other children “were used to
that kind of communal environment among black people.” 69 Coming from a small
African American community, surrounded by white Bostonians, she, like Muriel in the
same years, felt isolated from what she saw as the Black culture. Yet, she explained that
her camp experience gave her “a more comprehensive view of what your race was about,
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because you were in that kind of heterogeneous surrounding, which was very helpful and
healthy.”70 From doctors, to teachers, to people working in insurance companies, she
heard of a range of role models in the other campers’ parents that she had yet to encounter
in Boston. This experience had a strange effect on her. “I think it really kind of knocked
us down a little, as northern black folks,” she explained, “because we always thought that
we were so superior to our peer group who came from the South.” 71 She quickly grasped
that the reality was far more complex than she had imagined or had been told.
A posteriori, Ellen realized that she had internalized a form of racial discrimination in
vogue in Boston since the nineteenth century, which pitted Southern and Northern
African Americans against each other. In order to maintain their status among the white
Brahmins, the Black Brahmins adhered to the ideas of meritocracy.72 They had quickly
dismissed Southern migrants as being the “others,” whose religious fervor, clothing style,
speech patterns, and possible illiteracy, made them less worthy than their more educated,
proper, and distinguished Northern counterparts. Black Northerners had adopted a vision
similar to those who attempted to uplift the race in the late 1890s and early 1900s.73
Summers at Camp Atwater opened Ellen to a new world, filled with diversity and racial
pride, by exposing her to other people of Black descent. They allowed her to let go of her
own prejudice and to better understand others. At the end of the summer, two days before
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school started again, Ellen packed up her belongings, and came back to Boston where life
would return to normal.74
Of all of the activities offered in the neighborhood, Ellen preferred the doll carriage
contest. Organized as a community gathering, the contest took place in the spring. A week
prior to the event, young women of the neighborhood, whom Ellen estimated to be in
their young twenties, sent notes to the younger girls. The notes cheerfully announced that
they would host the baby doll carriage contest and parade.75 Upon receiving their
invitation, the young ladies started decorating their carriages, chose the doll that they
would show, sewed dresses, blankets, and bonnets, and put on their “best party dress.”76
The hosts brought doll houses on the street for everyone to play. The pageant was fiercely
competitive. Not only did the young ladies display their “mothering” qualities, they also
answered questions, had their fortune read, and had “tea and lemon,” in reality, cookies
and lemonade. The day concluded with everyone receiving a small prize, “some little
packages of baby powder, and toilet water, or the little pretty smelly packages like
potpourris.”77
The activities around the baby carriage contest served to build a sense of community
and to reinforce gender roles in Black girls of the neighborhood. The children looked
forward to the event every spring, and participated until they were considered too old to
do so. Playing with dolls pressured little girls to “conform to proper notions of
74
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womanhood.”78 The role of dolls, in this case, extended beyond teaching girls proper
gender roles. It helped them socialize among their peers and with other women, learn
proper behavior in a group, and taught children class-appropriate values.79 Ellen later
realized that this type of play taught them appropriate behavior both in private and in
public. She explained that through the contest, “you would get a feeling of how you were
supposed to do things, the way you should sit, the way you should talk and walk, and
drink your tea.” 80
While neighbors played an important role in behavioral regulation, the church also
helped by providing a central social space to teenagers. When Otto worked at Saint
Mark’s, the community center offered a space for different activities targeting teenagers
of the neighborhood. As historians have noted, following World War II, Americans
reinvented adolescence. 81 Seen as an interest group with a definite purchasing power,
teenagers created their own norms, values, and culture. They cared about their image,
worried about their weight, and fought acne with great determination.82 Clothing marked
their belonging to a clique or another. In high school, they created their own social spaces
where they experimented with their newly acquired freedom while still abiding,
sometimes distantly, with their community’s rules.
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In that sense, parents and communities began to use the concept of teenage years in
order to target the specific age group, especially through music and their desire to belong.
They guided teens into developing healthy behaviors and relationships through a number
of structured activities.83 At Saint Mark’s for example, “Coke Hour” became a citywide
hit, with teenagers coming from all corners of the Greater Boston area. 84 Ellen’s favorite
activity, it was scheduled from four to seven o’clock on Saturdays. It offered a space for
teenagers to dance, and “have Coca-Cola, all the Coca-Cola you could drink.” 85 One
could easily imagine the effect of sugar and caffeine filled drinks on the teens. However,
the event took place in a safe space, under the supervision of adults from the
neighborhood. Coke Hour, or similar activities, became popular across the nation as
examples of safe recreation suitable for teenagers. Like in Roxbury, recreation centers
offered dance floors, jukeboxes, ping pong tables and other games, in addition to the
iconic dark beverage for the youngsters to consume. 86 Some communities even gave
access to bowling alleys and movie theaters to their teens in addition to the essential
dance floors and Coca-Cola.
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Yet, as “Coke Hour” grew in popularity, it brought with it a series of issues, especially
when matters of the heart were involved. When Americans reinvented teenage years,
dating became a contentious point between parents and their children. At the opposite
spectrum of their parents’ chaperoned courtship, teenagers claimed the right to choose
their social circles and their partners. But even within this context and despite the parents
impression of a free-for-all, dating among teens was a highly codified activity, especially
in terms of socio-economic and geographic origins. Ellen, for example, claimed that, “it
used to get very disturbing when the Cambridge girls would start dating the Boston,
Roxbury boys, and then the in-town boys would start dating the Roxbury, Sugar Hill
girls.”87 Dating youngsters from other parts of town crossed a line that many did not
accept. If most teens dated among their immediate social circles, those who dated outside
members could face disapproval from their families or their friends. Love across social
circles was complicated by sports, clubs, and gang rivalries. As most young men of
Roxbury played on the basketball team, Ellen explained that, “they’d take out that
frustration on the basketball court.”88
These circles evolved into “territories” or “turfs” which belonged to the groups of
teenagers growing up in the different areas.89 While Black teens from Roxbury would not
cross into the predominantly Irish Catholic neighborhood of South Boston, territoriality
went beyond racial lines. Ellen never went to Columbus Park, in the South End, for the
softball games, as she considered that area to be “off limits to most of [them].” They
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lived on the “Hill,” hence belonged there. Despite being a predominantly Black
neighborhood, the South End was the home of the Black middle-class. In this sense, in
addition to racial divisions, Boston’s territories were also divided along socio-economic
lines. However, these territories were not as rigidly traced as in other cities such as
Manhattan and other New York City boroughs.90 A sociologist, who studied the formation
of gangs in post-World War II, even argued that this fluidity prevented a number of
violent encounters as “one step over the A Street line,” did not automatically translate as a
declaration of war by an opposing faction.91 Nevertheless, crossing another gang’s
territory could eventually lead to reprisal when interpreted as a challenge. 92 In this vein,
when sports contests took place in an opposite gang’s territory, passions took over and,
sometimes, led supporters to come to fists against those cheering for the opposing team.93
In Boston, rival gangs developed dress codes to identify members of their clans. If the
zoot suit marked some teenagers and young adults as rebellious in the 1940s, color coded
outfits, letter jackets, and “dungarees,” identified gang members in the city. Even noncriminal groups, like Ellen’s group of friends, who named themselves the “Emanon,” a
play on “No Name,” reversed, sported jackets to display their belonging to their “gang.”
Some teens, who had joined criminal gangs, carried weapons such as knives, belts, clubs,
chains, or even rubber hoses filled with rocks. Following the murder of Rabbi Jacob I.
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Zuber on December 31, 1952, the gang problem became such that cities surrounding
Boston pondered the use of curfews to regain control over the streets.94
Boston’s activists became increasingly concerned as gang violence increased in
tremendously in the early 1950s, spreading to every neighborhood in the Greater Boston
area.95 Some teenage gang members committed petty crimes, vandalized property, drank
while under age, and fought each other. Random attacks against non-gang related
residents took places on the street, in public transportations, or in public spaces.96 Some
were even blamed for the derailment of a freight train. 97 The murder of Rabbi Jacob I.
Zuber, on December 31, 1952, generated public outcry and concern among Boston’s
citizens. In 1955 alone, the city saw 13 murders and 105 aggravated assaults. 98 Reformers
and city officials alike were at a loss on how to deal with the situation. Some
neighborhoods pushed for police interventions while others attempted to resolve the
issues internally.
Interestingly, though, violence in the streets of Boston did not seem to cross racial
lines. In the 1950s, gangs were mostly segregated along neighborhood lines. Within these
gangs, people of different descent rubbed elbows. White gangs, for example, often
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regrouped youth of Irish Catholics, French Canadians, Italians, and British origins.99
Most of the members of the Royals, one of the Black gangs established in Roxbury, had
Southern origins, and were either Episcopalians or Congregationalists. Overall, the
criminal activities of the Royals resembled that of the white gangs in the city. They
committed petty theft, burglaries, and hold ups, threatened residents of the
neighborhoods, and fought among each others.100 Yet, historians, sociologists, and
reporters alike failed to record any interracial incidents in the period immediately
following World War II. This finding is not to say, though, that tensions did not exist
between members of Black and white rival gangs. However, it is possible that the
resolution of these tensions by violence occurred, albeit in a less structured way mainly
involving individuals or spontaneously formed groups instead of organized gangs per se.
But despite the criminal element permeating the ranks of the groups, street gangs
provided a way for urban youth to organize.101 According to some historians, gangs
created a space for socialization for the youth, and for older members who found it
difficult to leave the lifestyle, a place for leadership, for better or for worse. In that sense,
many argued that Dr. Martin Luther King, for example, saw the organizing power of
street gangs. He understood that, in order to curtail violence in the city, he needed to rally
the leadership to his cause. In Chicago, for example, he often sought the endorsement of
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street gang leaders to support his non-violent protests.102 Malcolm X, who had spent time
living in Roxbury as a young man, also organized in the streets.103 He not only recruited
members on the streets, he also offered an alternative lifestyle to gang members suffering
from addiction through the teachings of the Nation of Islam.
Muriel and Otto Snowden also attempted to address the issue of gang violence in
Roxbury in their own way. Through outreach, they offered structured activities to keep
teenagers off the street. Within a matter of months, a little over three hundred teenagers
came to the center daily “to bowl, play ping-pong, shoot pool, dance, play basketball, and
do the multitude of other things teen-agers enjoy.”104 The popularity of the center was its
own curse as more and more teenagers joined and the “space and physical equipment”
became “taxed to the limit, and beyond!” 105 The nursery school, Otto’s pet project, had
become so popular that the center had to offer a morning and an afternoon session, “so
that fifty tots daily” could gain an “experience in democratic living.”106 Muriel and Otto
intervened in early childhood education to offer children safe and positive spaces so that,
once they reached teenage years, they would be less tempted to join criminal gangs.
In addition to their early childhood mission, Muriel and Otto had developed a social
justice program at the Saint Mark’s community center. They saw Saint Mark’s as people
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of “different races, different faiths, playing together and building together for a better
tomorrow.” They incited interfaith dialogue, promoted integration, and opened
discussions with other religious congregations. This facet of their program, however,
caused tensions between the Snowden and the members of the Board of directors of the
center. In June 1948, the board of directors announced that the center would only provide
services to the “youngsters of the church and an outside few,” possibly to African
Americans of the neighborhood affiliated with other churches, effectively restricting
access to the center’s limited resources.107 The new policy opposed the Snowden’s
philosophy and the message used for their fundraiser. In fact, Otto had framed the
funding campaign around the premise that Saint Marks served “all youngster regardless
of race, creed, or color.” When the board decided to create a new employment policy,
hiring “only Protestants with a strong preference for Negroes,” Otto knew that he could
no longer work at Saint Mark’s.108
Saint Mark’s policy violated the Fair Employment Practice Act that Otto had worked
to secure at the state level. In 1944, former Mayor of Boston and then Governor of
Massachusetts, Maurice J. Tobin created a commission to enforce laws against workplace
discrimination on the basis of “race, color, religious creed, national origins, or
ancestry.” 109 He had created the legislative commission following an investigation which
showed clear discrimination patterns all over the state. In May 1946, the state legislature
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voted in favor of the Fair Employment Practice Act and of its enforcement arm, the Fair
Employment Practice Commission.110 As a consequence, Otto could not agree with a
policy which excluded Roxbury Jewish and Catholic residents from benefitting from the
resources available at the Center.
As he handed in his resignation on June 29, 1948, he explained his position. Although
he “recognized the basic fundamental right of individuals and groups of individuals to
conduct their affairs according to their own beliefs,” he explained that he “could not
concur in practices which (…) place[d] the church (Saint Mark’s) in the position of
fostering casts and class, racial and religious prejudices.”111 He had worked too hard at
opening a dialogue between Jewish and Black members of the neighborhood to let the
church shut it down. In fact, he felt that the center was “shunning a moral obligation to
the community by failing to continue St. Mark Social Center as an outstanding example
of good faith and true religion.” Muriel shared her husband’s concerns, adding one more
layer to the equation. She felt that they “couldn't provide a community base for
community improvement through anything that was as narrowly constricted as that
church.”112 Otto left his job six months later, relying on his parents resources to support
his family while he ventured in a new adventure, a center true to their philosophy and
their vision of the community.
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The transition period between Otto’s resignation and the opening of Freedom House
proved to be difficult for Muriel. When Otto left Saint Mark’s, the couple had “no money,
except what his father was willing to give [them] in way of subsidies.”113 They “lived off
insurances,” borrowed money, used Otto’s father’s car, and did not have to pay rent.
While she felt that Otto’s parents did not quite understand what she and Otto were
planning, she recognized that they approved of their endeavor, knowing that it would
yield interesting results no matter what. In 1949, the Upper Roxbury Community Project,
later known as Freedom House started.
The Snowdens, although hopeful, were often filled with doubts about the project. “We
had to make decisions about whether we were going to run away from here and take our
child and solve our personal problems,” she said, hinting that something was holding
them back in the city. They could have simply moved to another neighborhood or another
city and forgetten all about Roxbury. But “the handwriting was on the wall,” she
explained; “the community was deteriorating.” In this context, Muriel felt that moving
away did not make sense; “we ought to stay,” she said to Otto, “because if we have any
talent, if we have our skill, this is the community that we know.”114 To Muriel, the
decision made sense. “Otto had been here all these years,” she explained. Strangely,
Muriel used the language of Booker T. Washington to explain why they stayed in Boston.
“There was old Booker T. Washington’s ‘putting down your buckets where you are,’” she
explained, “and that’s what we decided to do.” 115 She described the experience as having
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their “feet firmly planted in mid-air,” further explaining her feeling about starting “this
noble experiment.”
The first years of Freedom House wrecked the Snowden’s financial health. Like
Melnea and Lucy, Muriel and Otto had adopted a traditional middle-class arrangement at
the birth of their daughter; he worked full-time at Saint Mark’s to support his family
while she volunteered and stayed at home to take care of her family. However, their
financial insecurity forced Muriel to find work. “We ran out of insurances to borrow on
and all the rest of it,” she admitted, refusing to ask for more help from Otto’s parents. She
acknowledged that, while her father-in-law had attempted to do all that he could to help
them, one’s “independence is totally eroded when you’re an adult and you’re dependent
on your parents.”116 A young adult, she feared that asking for more money would give
Otto’s parents reasons to get involved in their personal lives. Resolved to remove her
family from the situation, she began working at the Civic Unity Committee in Cambridge
as a “resource person.” 117
Founded in May 1944 by the City Manager, the Civic Unity Committee was a city
agency “created to further understanding between [the city’s] citizens.” 118 Following
“interracial incidents” in the city, citizens and officials came together, under the auspice
of the Community Relations Committee, to create a program “to combat undemocratic
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behavior and to lessen intergroup tensions.”119 The City Manager tasked the agency to
investigate and report on questions of education, employment, housing, and racial
relations. The agency held its first meeting in July 1945 but waited until 1946 to receive
its first funding from the city.120
At the Civic Unity Committee, Muriel noticed gender discrimination for the first time
in her life. Like most workplaces in the United States, the agency paid women lower
salaries than their male counterparts.121 One day, following a discussion, the chair of the
committee opened his heart to her. Muriel had led several committees, received glowing
recommendations from supervisors and city officials alike, yet, she earned a far lower
salary than her male counterparts. “I wish you were a man so we could pay you a decent
salary,” her supervisor confessed, ashamed of the situation. The difference between a
woman’s and a man’s salary for Muriel’s position was enormous. She earned $3200
yearly while men received between $6000 and $7000.122 Until the 1970s, this gap was
considered by many to be normal and acceptable. Women worked to supplement their
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husband’s income, or stayed at home. The renewed cult of domesticity, which followed
the end of the war, further justified the gender pay gap.123
Instead of pointing out the injustice, Muriel took on even more responsibilities. She
worked around the clock. She worked at the Civic Unity Committee during the day, then
went back home for night meetings, and to complete the secretarial work for Freedom
House.124 She tried to “do a better job than any man could do or would do.” She
maintained this exhausting schedule for a year and a half, during which time her motherin-law took care of her daughter Gail. Her mother also did most of the household work
and cooked meals for the whole family in an attempt to reduce the burden on the young
couple. She admitted, a posteriori that her only fear, at the time, was one that she felt,
“most working mothers feel.” She was afraid that she did not have “enough time to spend
with the child.”125 She also felt that being a leader in the community pushed her to be
“superwoman.”126 If some women sought the luxury of staying at home, Muriel sought
the opposite. She explained that, “when you talk about women involved in community
change,” referring to those who were active in Boston in particular, “you are not talking
about a nine-to-five job, you’re not talking about a structured situation in which it is
possible to set aside time for yourself.” 127
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Like Lucy Mitchell, Muriel emphasized the importance of finding a balance between
being a parent, a homemaker, and having a career. She argued that, instead of putting all
of the responsibilities of the home on the women’s shoulders, society needed to change in
order to “enable women to cope.”128 Despite her commitment to her husband and their
project, the pressure of starting Freedom House and maintaining a full-time job took a
toll on her marriage. Exhausted, she traveled to New Jersey for a short trip to see her
family and rest. When she came back to Boston, Otto welcomed her with some
interesting developments. His father had offered the couple $1000 to start Freedom
House. With the money as a starting fund, she finally left her job in Cambridge. That
night, she wept. For years, Otto had teased her about the day when she would resign.
“The day when I went in to tell the chairman of the committee that I was leaving,” she
remembered, “I sat there in tears.” Her boss could not help but feel sorry for her. While
he understood why she was torn, he tried to convince her that she was making the best
decision possible.
Muriel later acknowledged that her resignation had been “one of the turning points”
in her professional and personal life.129 While she continued to weep that night, she
understood that she had made the decision in “the interests of the team and the marriage.”
She could have kept her job or gone in entirely different direction but decided against it.
She later realized that what had held them together was that they had this project
waiting, in need of their expertise.130
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With some funding in hand, Muriel and Otto Snowden needed the support of the
community to start Freedom House. Despite the vagueness of Otto “sales pitch” about
their project, people followed his lead.131 He was young, energetic, and had a great track
record in the neighborhood. Muriel acknowledged that their energy and expertise alone
would not be enough to legitimize Freedom House in the eyes of the community. In fact,
they needed to frame their work in a “continuum” of activism in the community. In that
sense, she explained that they were “smart enough to recognize that people like Mrs. Cass
were people of experience and knowledge and background.” She added that, “you don’t
go out and start from scratch what other people have gone through, you learn.” She drew
on the expertise of “people in [the] community, who knew the community and whose
wisdom and years could be helpful to [them].”132 They did not want to reinvent the wheel
with their project. They wanted to “start on the basis of what has gone before,” but also to
“add[…] to it so that those who come after [us] will be that much further down the
road.”133
Seeking the support of those who came before them not only helped Muriel and Otto
to get an insider’s perspective but also served to legitimize Freedom House in the
neighborhood. Melnea Cass and Lucy Mitchell were fully committed to the project from
the beginning. Melnea perceived Otto as a “community-minded” young man who could
do a lot to improve the neighborhood. “Some of us backed him up, and went right in and
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helped him to get it started,” she remembered fondly.134 Lucy had a similar perception.
She recalled that, “they were getting a small group of citizens from the Upper Roxbury
area together to present to them ideas that they had.” As they explained the multiplicity of
issues that the community faced, they argued that the neighborhood needed a program to
deal with problems of housing, in the schools, with police brutality, and in their "living
environment.”135 In line with the “protective league” formed in 1915 in Boston following
the release of Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation, Freedom House positioned itself as a
neutral force which could monitor police officers and intervene if they deliberately used
excessive force on the residents of the neighborhood. Furthermore, Freedom House
attracted people from the neighborhood who shared a desire to improve the conditions of
their community. “And if I, in those early years, might identify one quality that that group
of neighborhood citizens, known as the board of directors of Freedom house had,” Lucy
added, “it was faith”; “Faith in the ideas of these two young people, and faith that these
ideas had viability and their goals could be attainable.” 136
While the small group of activists approved of the couple’s idea, Muriel and Otto
understood that they needed the support of the entire community for Freedom House to
be successful. She explained that they organized their first fundraiser “on the basis that
you can’t sell what you won’t buy yourself.” She used the strategy that Melnea had used
when she raised funds for the Robert Gould Shaw House in the early 1920s. She walked
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in the streets, talked to the residents, and collected as much or as little as people were
willing to give.
However, they framed the fundraising efforts in a new way. Instead of a mutual
obligation between residents and the community, which had driven fundraisers in the
early 1920s, Muriel talked about Freedom House as being “community insurance.” 137 The
idea was simple. Muriel realized that, “you buy insurance for everything, for some
protection, so why not insure your community.” For a small “premium” of fifty cents a
month for example, the employees of Freedom House would “become the people who
will be your eyes and ears, and look after the garbage and the trash and the snow removal
and community problems that most people cannot give full-time attention to, because
they’ve got to make their living.”138 The idea mirrored the efforts of Black fraternal
organizations, mutual aid societies, or other economic cooperatives which emerged from
the nineteenth century on, with the distinction that the relief was meant for the
community instead of the individuals themselves.
Throughout its history, funding remained a sensitive aspect of Freedom House's
operations. During their first fundraising campaign, the board of directors raised a meager
$869. Far from their initial goal, neither Otto nor Muriel gave up. Ten years later in 1959,
their annual budget oscillated between $50,000 or $60,000, with all of their funding
coming from private sources. From time to time, they secured federal or state grants.
However, public funding posed a number of ethical and administrative problems. Red
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tape and lack of reliability from year to year forced Muriel to weigh the costs and benefits
of seeking such grants. She felt that the uncertainty which came with this type of funding
jeopardized the continuity of their project. With federal grants, they could hire the staff
necessary and launch a new program. However, if the grant was not renewed, they were
“stuck in the middle of something, and no way of supporting it.” 139 Furthermore, she felt
that public funding defeated the purpose and ideals behind Freedom House.
During the early 1950s, the question of participation of the community was on
everyone’s lips.140 Muriel had realized that the economic stagnation, the violence, and the
lack of resources had affected morale in the community. She explained that, because an “I
can’t, you shan’t” attitude plagued the neighborhood, some of the residents felt defeated
and powerless.141 Muriel noticed that in order to truly gain agency, neighborhood
residents needed to regain confidence in their own ability to affect change.
She particularly believed that women had the obligation to lead and to promote
improvement in communities.142 She distinguished this role from that of “carry[ing] the
flag for a ‘feminist movement,’” by saying that women had a responsibility in being the
“pivot about which successful marriages, successful houses, successful schools,
successful communities revolved.” 143 In this sense, while Muriel appealed to women’s
traditional role, she expanded it to the preservation of democracy as a whole. “Let’s talk
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about today’s homemaker,” she began, in her Operation Hometown speech. “What are
her responsibilities in this single role,” Muriel asked, “does she believe in a democratic
society?” She then argued that women can foster democracy by giving a participatory
role to their children in their home, by joining the Parents-Teacher Associations, or by
“building bridges into their community.” But if she emphasized the role of women in
shaping community politics, she also recognized that they could not be the only ones to
bear the responsibility.
Instead, Muriel believed in a democratic process where everyone shared the burden of
community improvement.144 In this sense, Freedom House's slogan embodied this civic
duty; “To have a good community in which to live is our RIGHT; to do our part in
making our community good is our RESPONSIBILITY.”145 She felt that the
neighborhood faced a simple choice. Residents could either act or they could “sit idly by,
watch[ing] Roxbury continue to tumble down about our ears, and eventually move
away… leaving behind another slum.” Doing so could only be a high cost to the
community, a cost “in terms of human lives, crime, delinquency and wasted money.” As a
solution, she encouraged members of the community to “pitch in now behind Freedom
House and every other effort in [their] community directed toward revising the trend.”146
It was not simply a question of money but a question of participation as neighbors were
partners in a collective effort to improve their own neighborhood.147
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By 1949, Muriel and Otto became increasingly concerned about “the physical
deterioration of the community.”148 “It was going downhill fast,” she explained, “the
blight was everywhere, and the major thing that people were concerned about and
complaining was really not the schools.”149 She described the issue as one of neglect.
There was no street cleaning, no trash nor snow removal. The houses were deteriorating
due to “the lack of interest on the part of absentee landlords.” 150 To resolve the issue,
Freedom House took its first steps toward an early attempt at urban renewal. Roxbury
residents embraced the movement wholeheartedly. They came together to organized
Block Associations. These associations took the lead in the first cleaning campaigns.
Residents involved in the project coordinated the efforts of the folks on the ground.
During one of the Coordinating Social Services Council meetings, Muriel listened to a
young boy who explained what they had planned on doing. Members of the organization
would dispatch people “running up and down [the street], ringing doorbells, trying to get
the cars moved so that the street cleaners could go through.” Their cleaning campaign
was a weekend-long affair, starting early on the Saturday morning. Days prior, organizers
put up signs and distributed flyers in the neighborhood. They let the residents know that
they needed to clear the streets by the Sunday morning. On the Monday morning, Muriel
received a phone call from one of the block captains who happily reported that they had
gotten “every car off the street except this,” this being a single vehicle with an out-of-
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state license.151 He already had a solution to the problem; “Ring everybody’s doorbell and
find to whom that car belongs; if you can’t find out, tow it.”152
The key to the whole process was based on community participation. Instead of
allowing the police or the city to intervene, the requests came from within the
community. Already in the 1950, parking one’s car in Boston was a nightmare. Too many
vehicles filled both sides of the narrow streets, leaving little room for city cleaning
vehicles to do their work. As a response, city officials ticketed and towed vehicles
blocking the way which further angered the residents. Muriel knew that the solution
needed to come from the residents themselves. “There has to be a black organization that
says, for God’s sake, you’re complaining about the dirty streets, the only way we’re
going to get them clean is for you to move your car,” she explained, “we can say it, the
police can’t say it.”153
Muriel and Otto hoped to change the community's attitude from one of victimization
to one of engagement toward their neighborhood. In order to do so, they created an all
encompassing program. In the beginning, they “started out with Freedom House being
concerned about things like recreational facilities and clean up campaigns.” As time
passed, their priorities quickly turned to “urban renewal.”154 In this context, she worked
at changing the residents’ attitude. Instead of constantly adjusting to the deteriorating
situation, residents of the neighborhood needed to fight the issues that they faced. She
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compared the situation to the reaction of some Bostonians to the rising crime rates in the
city. She explained that as crime rates increase, city dwellers adjusted to “the situation by
buying guns, [and] more locks on the doors.”155 In fact, she had quit her job at the
Welfare Board in New Jersey for this exact reason. “I could not longer ask people to
adjust to an unfavorable environment,” she admitted, thinking back to the situation. She
felt that the Board victimized those who asked for relief, instead of taking into
consideration systemic issues.156 In the same way, it was no longer a question of pulling
the children off the streets, but of making the streets safer for them.
Soon, Freedom House adopted a holistic approach to “urban renewal.” Years before
sociologist James Q. Wilson’s “broken windows theory,” Muriel realized that cleaning
the streets and repairing buildings only resolved part of the problem.157 Increasing
economic opportunities, however, could do more to address neighborhood issues. Muriel
and Otto organized job fairs and advocated for “aggressive affirmative action programs”
at the city and state levels. 158 Freedom House included educational opportunities and
civic activities to reach adults, teenagers, and children from the neighborhood. The idea
was to “make the community environment a sage one for the kids to be in, not just taking
them off the streets for two hours during the day,” like other organizations had previously
done. “Unless the black kids have an equal shot,” Muriel argued, they would be left
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behind forever. 159 Due to their economic difficulties, parents rarely had access to the best
educational opportunities for their children. To remedy the situation, Freedom House,
launched a travel-study program to Europe and to Africa, studied standardized testing
returns to learn where children faced educational gaps, and educated parents on how to
help their children to become good citizens.
Freedom House, however, could not lead the fight alone. Muriel felt that their project
could only be successful if they engaged in a dialogue with different groups. To better
explain her idea, she employed the “spiral theory.” “We start with an idea here,” she
explained, “but you’ve got to add those loops so you build up some pressure.”160 The
other loops came from Freedom House's collaboration with other neighborhood, city,
state, and federal organizations and agencies. Like other activists in the city, Muriel
joined several other organizations and committees. Lucy recalled that the Snowden “were
able to articulate,” “and to inspire large groups of concerned citizens to carry out specific
activities.”161 “They also worked at inciting initiative and inspiring confidence,” she
highlighted, ”so that people themselves could do something about improving those
conditions.” In fact, “it was a philosophy of self-help,” she concluded, “that the people
themselves had power to change their environment.”162
The most tangible efforts of Freedom House took form in the Washington Park Urban
Renewal Project in 1962. A 502-acre area in Roxbury, the Washington Park area is
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bordered by Washington Street in the west, Dudley Street in the north, Warren Street and
Blue Hill Avenue on the east side, and Seaver in the south.163 The area offered affordable
housing to the Black middle- and working-class, which comprised most of the
community.164 The project, Lucy argued, became the “demonstration of community
organization.”165 She explained that, “the basic tenet of the operation” “was its ability to
combine administration and community input to become a team which encouraged
community members to pool their resources.”166 In the past, the question of autonomy
from government drove the efforts of Freedom House, but Muriel and Otto understood
the limits of such an approach for a large-scale project. To accomplish their goals in the
urban renewal efforts, they had to work in some way or another with city officials.
Furthermore, they had to play by the rules. Still a demographic minority, reaching
approximately 5% of the city’s population by 1950, Roxbury’s Black residents had to
work within a multi-racial framework. However, with coalitions came limitations to
which the board of directors of Freedom House did not want to be subjected. 167
Most of Muriel’s collaborators had different priorities than those of Freedom House.
Since the city as a whole had been in economic decline since the 1930s, Boston’s urban
renewal efforts consisted of a “clearance-driven approach and massive relocation of
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existing residents.”168 In the 1950s, commercial projects emerged downtown. The West
End went through demolition, then reconstruction. Scollay Square went from a “seedy
downtown” area to the “new government center.” 169 Freedom House did not believe in
this type of project which, for the most part, removed minority residents, revamped
neighborhoods, and offered private developments favoring white upper-middle class
Bostonians. Instead, the board of directors of Freedom House set its own goals. At the
time, Lucy Mitchell noted that Freedom House had set five urgent goals that needed
immediate action: “street improvement, housing, street lighting and cleaning, refuse pickup, and police protection.” 170 The directors of Freedom House felt that joining a coalition,
in this context, would distract their organization from working on larger, all
encompassing projects. Although Bostonians elsewhere shared similar housing and
environmental concerns, most of Freedom House’s project were Roxbury-specific.
In the mid-1950, however, a new preoccupation arose. The directors of Freedom
House began to organize committees to educate residents about the deterioration of the
neighborhood schools. Roxbury’s schools operated under de facto segregation in the
1950s. The use of the term “de facto” segregation to discuss Boston’s situation is itself
problematic.171 While the city did not enact a law prescribing segregation per se, the term
de facto fails to account for the political work necessary to maintain such a system. If the
residence-based assignment system remained legal, it effectively segregated Boston’s
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school system due to the city’s largely segregated neighborhoods. The lack of concern of
the school committee for the city’s predominantly Black schools, led to the deterioration
of the facilities, staffing issues, and a deficient access to teaching resources. It was
common for children to meet a new teacher every month.
At the same time, Lucy Mitchell used her position as the president of the Boston
Association for Nursery Education to address similar issues at the nursery school level.
Like Boston’s elementary and secondary schools, the city’s nursery school system
suffered from understaffing and declining facilities. To address some of these issues,
Lucy rewrote the organization’s constitution, recruited members from all types of centers
in the city, and prepared workshops, seminars, and lectures to help train nursery workers.
Within a year, between 1956 and 1957, the association’s membership doubled from 85 to
175 members, and doubled again during the second year of her administration. During
the same period, she reached out to community activists, parent-teachers associations,
hospitals, and university researchers to “exchange of information, knowledge, ideas and
experiences which would contribute to the better quality service to the children.”172
If these programs especially addressed the needs of the children, they also reached
families as a whole. Mirroring her experience at the Robert Gould Shaw House in the
1930s, Lucy and Muriel created a network of resources accessible to parents and children
alike. Similar to the campaign against tuberculosis in the 1930s, their organizations
focused on prevention instead of simply addressing issues after they surfaced. “You
cannot just meet the patient after he’s ill,” Lucy argued, “you try to prevent the illness,
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and the prevention is as important as the cure.” She insisted that, “these two things must
go together, being able to meet crisis situations as they arise, as well as trying to alleviate
those social conditions that precipitate crises.” 173
These crises distinguished the activism of the 1950s from the activism of the prior
decades. Melnea contrasted the actions of William Monroe Trotter to their organizations.
On one hand, he “was getting jobs for people, and protesting against lynchings, and all
that kind of thing,” somehow alluding to a distance between their actions and the object
of the protests. On the other hand, “this was right in our own city,” she explained, “and
our own kids, grandchildren and kids being cheated out of an education.” The children,
however, were not the only ones being cheated out in the city. All organizations shared
the same concerns. “The motives are all the same,” Melnea argued, “it’s to open the door
of employment and equal opportunity for black people whether it’s the school, a job.”
“That’s all it is,” she stressed, “just asking for fair treatment.” “And that’s what black
people have had to do ever since they were freed in this country,” she added, “they’ve
been trying to work to get their equal rights with everybody else.” 174 Despite their efforts,
the situation was still difficult. “It’s very frustrating,” she explained, “every time you turn
around, you got to have something to give you, that tells you that you’re free and that
you’re equal to everybody else, but when you go to test it out, it’s not true,” “you wonder
what’s wrong.” She questioned the whole situation. “Why have you got to do all these
things,” she asked, “to make people understand that you’re entitled to these things?” “So
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every time you pick up an issue, it’s an issue related to something, but it’s just as
important as any other,” she concluded, ”all are a piece of the whole thing.”175

The “whole thing” as described by Melnea Cass finally took off at the end of the
1950s. As Muriel Snowden pointed out, there was a need for a professionalization of the
services in the community. She argued that there was a need for “a professional
community organizer who can be in the neighborhood and who can help to empower a
community.” As she keenly noted, the professionalization of social services and activism
allowed for the centralization of financial and human resources. In addition, the
professionalization allowed for continuity and for local residents to have a greater voice
in their neighborhood. As a neighborhood representative, Muriel joined the city’s task
force on racial issues at the beginning of January 1951. 176 Formed in response to an
outbreak of violence against the Jewish community in December 1950, the committee
aimed to address issues of religious intolerance. However, committee members also
tackled issues of education, employment, housing, intergroup relationships, youth, public
relations, and aimed to resolve “emergency situations” as they arose.177
In a statement entitled “For the Record,” however, Muriel explained her reservations
about the situation. Discussing the fact that many had described the violence against the
Jewish community as “a ‘joke,’ a ‘kid prank’ or the action of ‘crackpots,’” Muriel
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acknowledged that, “there is the Mayor’s Committee on Civic Improvement ostensibly
set up to cope with just this kind of community problem.” However, the committee came
under the criticism of the community due to its inaction. Muriel agreed. She felt that the
committee needed to jump into action instead of “just sit[ing] like a lump of protoplasm
waiting in fear and trepidation for the next ‘incident’ to happen.”178
While she emphasized the role of the police and of other political authorities, she also
called Bostonians to action, like she had previously done with her neighborhood. “You,
John Q. Citizen, can help,” she claimed. “You don’t like to have this kind of activity
going on in Boston and its suburbs,” she pointed out, “neither do we.” She highlighted
the need to identify the problem, arguing that, “the ‘you’s,’ must no longer remain
faceless and anonymous.” “We must be vocal…” she added, “otherwise, we join the
ranks of Harry Overstreet’s ‘gentle people of prejudice’ who by permitting evil, commit
evil, who allow the intellectually and morally sick to make that sickness the measure of
our society’s health.” 179 She also felt that the community shared the responsibility to
“provid[e] the kind of climate” in which such incidents could not take place.180 “It’s up to
you,” she finally added, putting the responsibility in the hands of individuals of the
neighborhood. “Sit down and write or phone in your name, address, and telephone
number, stating that you and your family (also your church and organization) can be
counted on in the fight for democracy in your neighborhood and community.”
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The professionalization of the 1950s combined with the promotion of community
agency allowed for the politicization of the residents of the Roxbury neighborhood. This
politicization led to the articulation of precise demands for the community, such as the
desegregation of the schools, the improvement of the physical health of the
neighborhood, protection from police brutality, the end of gang violence, and better
economic opportunities to name a few. With the organizations in place, and a sense of
empowerment, Roxbury residents were ready to attack one of Boston’s most insidious
problems, school segregation.
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CHAPTER 5
FROM URBAN TO “HUMAN RENEWAL,” 1955-1965
In the early 1950s, municipal authorities across the nation launched urban renewal
projects.1 Cities like Boston razed “slums,” districts where a number of residents of
African American, Hispanic, or foreign descent lived, in order to build what promised to
be accessible housing, new highways, government offices, and commercial buildings.
Across the United States, these projects displaced entire communities, increasing
segregation within city limits.2 While city, state, and federal agencies mainly addressed
the physical environment of the targeted neighborhood, government officials showed
little compassion for, or concern toward, the communities affected by revitalization
projects. In this sense, segregated neighborhoods deteriorated even further due to the lack
of resources, neglect of absentee landlords, and faulty city infrastructure.
In Boston, however, Black activists used the push for urban renewal to launch their
own revitalization projects. In particular, they became interested in the effect of the
deterioration of blighted urban neighborhoods on children. In the late 1950s, these
activists shifted their focus from the idea of urban renewal to that of “human renewal,”
emphasizing the human component of the different community projects. Through this
1
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approach, Black activists launched their own anti-poverty initiatives long before Lyndon
B. Johnson’s “War on Poverty.”3 Some created training programs, others helped welfare
mothers secure new job opportunities.
Though these programs helped the community, there was one piece missing to the
puzzle. If Boston’s schools had attracted Black migrants from the South in the early part
of the twentieth century, the reality no longer matched the reputation that the city schools
had garnered. In fact, schools in Roxbury and Dorchester had particularly deteriorated in
the previous thirty years. Because of the pervasive segregation of the Boston Public
School System, these schools were not only overcrowded, they had difficulties retaining
qualified teachers and lacked the basic resources for the students to learn. It was not
uncommon for Roxbury students to meet eight to nine new temporary teachers during
their school year. In the light of the “human renewal” efforts and of the politicization of
the neighborhood, parents organized more intensively behind the push for school
desegregation.
This chapter analyzes the emergence of the school desegregation movement in Boston
in the late 1950s and early 1960s. It examines the trajectory of working-class mothers
who, in addition to pushing for desegregation, worked to fill the opportunity gap which
affected their community. It traces this history through the involvement of Ellen Jackson,
a Boston native, whose grand-parents had migrated to the city from the South in the early
twentieth century. Jackson, a young mother of five and a grassroots organizer who had
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grown up in the Boston Public School System, exemplifies the work of numerous
mothers who, despite the consequences, risked everything to improve their community
and to secure opportunities for their children.

During the Second Wave of the Great Migration, from 1941 to the 1970s, nearly five
million African Americans migrated from the South to the Northeast, the Midwest, and
the West.4 Between 1940 and 1950 alone, Boston’s Black population almost doubled,
increasing from 23,679 to 40,057 people. In 1950, African Americans accounted for
approximately 5% of Boston’s total population. Within the next decade, this proportion
nearly doubled again, reaching 9.1% of Boston, with 63,165 Black residents making the
city their home. But if their numbers increased dramatically, Black Bostonians’ social
mobility remained relatively stagnant. More than 70% of African American Bostonians
held working-class jobs by the end of the 1960s.5 Unlike most immigrant groups which
had seen their socio-economic status improve from generation to generation, Black
Bostonians whose families migrated from the South lagged behind.
In 1957, in light of this discrepancy, the United States Commission on Civil Rights
asked the Massachusetts Advisory Committee to report on conditions in the state. Aware
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of the so-called “de facto” segregation issues in Boston, the Commission traced the
problem to its root, by looking at how “housing directly affects the pattern of family
living and the structure of other institutional arrangements.”6 In this sense, the Committee
analyzed the living conditions of African American residents who lived in what
researchers nicknamed the “Black Boomerang,” a boomerang shaped area at the junction
of the South Boston, Roxbury, Dorchester, and Roslindale neighborhoods. The executive
director of the Urban League of the Greater Boston argued that the area was
“residentially segregated into a racial ghetto.” However, he also argued that the only
reason why Boston did not “have a Harlem or South Chicago ghetto yet” was simple;
Boston did not have enough Black residents “to completely fill the belt.” If his tone
appeared as sarcastic, his appraisal of the situation suggested that the outcome was
inevitable for the neighborhood. The discrimination in public housing projects, coupled
with the arrival of an increasingly large number of Black migrants from the South, could
only lead to the solidification of the Boston ghetto.7
But if the fate of the neighborhood demoralized some of Boston’s Black activists, it
politicized others. In particular, grassroots activists such as Melnea Cass, Lucy Mitchell,
and Muriel Snowden developed “human renewal” projects as well as what they
considered to be anti-poverty initiatives to help their neighborhoods. For example, in the
6
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late 1950s and early 1960s, the Women’s Service Club, the organization founded by Rosa
Brown, Melnea Cass’s mother-in-law, in 1919, had developed programs to help young
single Black women living in the city.8 The organization had first opened its doors to
young college women who could establish their residence at the headquarters of the
association on Massachusetts Avenue, for the length of their enrollment in a higher
education establishment. For ten dollars a week or less depending on their means, the
young women received room and board in a dormitory arranged to fulfill their needs. The
association provided them with furnished rooms, a housemother, and recreational
activities. Once Boston-area colleges opened their dormitory to Black women in the
early-1960s, Melnea came on board to launch the In-Migrant project, which sought to
help young Southern migrant women who came to the city seeking to improve their
conditions.
The In-Migrant program aimed to reduce the skills gap between rural and urban
Southern women and their Northern counterparts. 9 While the program targeted migrants
coming from the South, it also helped Black immigrants coming from the West Indies,
the Caribbean, and Haiti who lacked proper skills to take on domestic work in the United
States. Before the 1967 federal Work Incentive Programs launched to help welfare
mothers reenter the workplace, the In-Migrant program helped bring these women up to
speed on modern appliances and Boston’s employers’ expectations. Program leaders also
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helped them find jobs in the city. 10 Melnea remembered that the Boston’s Travelers Aid
Society, a national organization which sought to help stranded or vulnerable travelers,
identified young struggling Black migrant women and send them to the headquarters of
the Women’s Service Club.11
Melnea’s organization assumed that the majority of migrant women came to the city
to become domestic workers. Some had read in the newspapers that an agency paid for
their trip to Boston, offered them a room once on site, and led them to believe that they
could easily “make thirty-five, forty dollars a week,” purchase their own television, and
live a comfortable life. The type of employment that they could get was not necessarily
specified in the advertisement. By training women to become domestic workers,
Melnea’s organization also played a political card. Despite the fact that these women
would most likely not become upwardly-mobile, domestic work provided Black women
with a salary with which they could support themselves and their families. Furthermore,
because of their skills, they could enter spaces to which they did not have access
previously such as hospitals, nursing homes, or private homes. As domestics, they could
also organize and be part of a greater community, similar to their Southern counterparts in
the Civil rights movement. For example, from December 1, 1955, to December 20, 1956,
domestic and service workers boycotted the Montgomery buses, pushing the Supreme
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Court to outlaw segregation in public transportation. 12 During their boycott, the workers
rallied their white employers, especially women, who preferred to drive their employees
to work and back home, albeit reluctantly, than to “watch their own dirty dishes and
laundry pile higher.”13 In this sense, Melnea’s organization hoped that the domestic
workers could eventually become a similar force in the city. Seeing that these projects
yielded consistent results, city official quickly seized the opportunity to include them in
the city’s urban renewal efforts through the Action for Boston Community Development
(ABCD).
Incorporated in 1962, the ABCD helped expand the different projects put forward by
the Women’s Service Club at the city level. Developed as an arm of the Boston
Redevelopment Authority, the agency leading the urban renewal efforts, the ABCD was
seen as the “human renewal” arm under the Redevelopment Authority’s mandate. In
1961, Ed Logue, the director of the agency, argued that the city needed “a social service
agency or humanitarian organization for those people whose houses they’re tearing down
and taking away.”14 As Melnea highlighted, almost a decade after the beginning of the
urban renewal efforts, the city had finally acknowledged that it needed to do something
else “besides just walking in and telling them you’re taking their house.” The mayor,
convinced of the importance of such agency, called together some of the city’s activists.
Within weeks, Melnea, Muriel and Otto Snowden, and Lucy Mitchell all became part of
12
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the project. In 1962, upon its incorporation, the ABCD received a grant from the Ford
Foundation, giving the agency its first million dollars.15
The composition of the board of directors of the ABCD reflected the priorities of the
city. As president of the board, Melnea Cass was the only woman and the only
“community person,” on the agency’s leadership team. Most of the other members
represented corporate interests, favoring projects advantageous to Boston’s downtown
businesses. Melnea worked to kept the agency in line with its own mission. She
encouraged programs which aimed to empower residents of the different neighborhoods.
For example, the ABCD funded part of the In-Migrant program as part of the “social
service programs in the city of Boston.” In a similar way, it helped fund the Homemaker
Training Program of the Women’s Service Club. An “offshoot of the In-Migrant”
program, the Homemaker Training program trained seventeen “disadvantaged” young
women for a period of twelve weeks.16 It helped women run their homes more efficiently,
taught them how to cook and sew, and how to take care of children properly. Within
weeks, the Department of Labor heard about the program and asked the Women’s Service
Club leaders to pilot a similar program at the national level. The Department provided the
Club with the funds to renovate their facilities, to hire instructors, and to get new
appliances, both gas and electric. 17
More than a simple job, this training helped women regain a sense of empowerment
within their own family and community. Once they found a job and had a salary in hand,
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they contributed to the economic revitalization of their neighborhood. They did not rely
on government support, for the most part, to make ends meet. In this sense, they escaped
the scrutiny of city or state officials who took a stake in policing welfare recipients’
bodies and lives to ensure compliance with the programs. 18 Earning their own salary,
while still poor by any means, allowed them a certain level freedom to make economic
decisions. This sense of agency, when translated to communities, became the center of
the “human renewal” efforts of the late-1950s and early-1960s. Instead of “resolving” the
problem by pushing it out of sight of the majority, as the city had previously done,
Boston’s Black activists helped residents to regain power at the community, city, and
state levels.19 They began to push for the democratization of services, for better housing
conditions, and for more opportunities. In this sense, providing more educational
opportunities through desegregation also became a pressing concern for the
neighborhood.

When the members of the Massachusetts Advisory Committee to the United States
Civil Rights submitted their report in 1963, they were fully aware of the segregation
issues in Boston. In fact, their analysis of the housing issues stemmed from the activists’
claims that, through sophisticated political maneuvering, the city’s School Committee had
maintained the segregation of Boston’s Public Schools by assigning students to schools
18
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following segregated neighborhood lines. As a consequence, this system allowed the city
to follow the letter of the law, while also maintaining a separation between Black and
white children.20 By analyzing housing discrimination patterns, the Advisory Committee
invalidated the argument that Boston suffered from natural de facto segregation as it
highlighted the ways in which the city deliberatelyfostered the conditions necessary for
the emergence of a separate system. Since the 1950s, activists had worked to resolve the
issue. However, their fight had been undermined by the actions of others who wanted to
maintain the status quo.
In the early 1950s, young Bostonians protested overtly in the city but their militance
did not please some of the older activists. In particular, the Youth Council Division of the
Boston Branch of the NAACP often clashed with the conservative national leadership.
Some even accused the young activists of having some Communist leanings. This
accusation was serious. In 1950, the NAACP leadership had taken a strong antiCommunist position and ratified a resolution which allowed the national office to expel
any local branch “determined to be under Communist control.”21 Upon learning that the
Boston branch had allegedly been “infiltrated” by some Communist “elements,” the
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national leadership voted to strip the branch of its charter. 22 Ellen Jackson, a young
activist who had grown up in the city, remembered that, as a junior member, she had
heard of “these ‘elements’ of Socialists and Communists,” and how these “elements”
“force[d]” members to “do some things that were against the policy of the charter.”23
However, she did not feel that any of them had been avowed Communists. It was true
that they had acted like teenagers, and that they had participated in some of the
organization’s protests. It was also true that they “demonstrat[ed], and [were] going to jail
on [their] own.”24 Although, the teenagers might have challenged the ways in which the
organization functioned, and might have been more radical than their predecessors, none
of them had ever claimed any Communist affiliation.
Instead, their radicalism could have been linked to the teen’s backgrounds and
personal history. Often born to parents who had migrated to the city in the first half of the
twentieth century and who had founded or joined grassroots organizations, young
Bostonians of Ellen’s generation already participated in civil rights demonstrations at a
young age. In the 1950s, they fought for better housing conditions, job opportunities, and
education.25 However, national organizations such as the NAACP and the National Urban
League did not appreciate the militance coming out of Boston’s Youth Council Division.
Ellen claimed that their protests were “a little more than the national and the local Urban
League could accept,” without specifying which behavior the organization condemned.
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Yet, Ellen claimed that the League “warned us, and warned us, and warned us,” adding
that, “the charter was on the verge of being suspended.”26 The pressure had become so
intense that it ultimately forced the teenagers out of the mainstream organizations, and
pushed them toward more welcoming local grassroots organizations. They held their
meetings at the League of Women for Community Service building, located at 558
Massachusetts Avenue.27 As the branch faced the suspension of its charter, sympathetic
senior members gave the Youth Council a single piece of advice; the teens needed to
“find another alternative.” 28
Accusing individuals and organizations of being Communists during the early years
of the Cold War effectively sullied reputations and led to unfortunate consequences such
as arrests, investigations, or long term suspicions.29 These frivolous accusations often
detracted from legitimate demands, especially in a situation where power struggles
surfaced. In 1950, Muriel and Otto Snowden faced such an accusation as they worked to
build a coalition between parents of different ethnic backgrounds in the Home and School
Association at their daughter’s school, The Higginson School in Roxbury.30 Located on
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Walnut Street, the school enrolled an almost equal number of Black and Jewish children,
mirroring the diversity of the neighborhood’s population. To Muriel and Otto, building
this coalition would serve two purposes. First, it would allow Black parents to elect their
own representatives at the school level. Due to the small size of the Black population in
Boston, African Americans were seldom represented at any political level in the city or in
the state. Second, it would also allow them to ask for common courtesy from the school.
For example, Muriel explained that parents “wanted to be able to come into school when
it rained and not have to stand outside with the children’s umbrellas.”31 Additionally, they
wanted to be part of the development of their children by fostering parent-teacher
relationships, instead of “coming three times a year to hear the children play the fiddle
and listen to [their] child perform, and then go home.”32
The formation of the parents-teacher coalition in November 1949, coupled with the
struggle for representation and common courtesy, hint at the racial tensions endemic in
the Boston Public School System at the time.33 Muriel and Otto soon attributed these
tensions to Elizabeth V. Cloney, the school’s white aging headmistress. Hiding behind her
authority, Cloney feared that she would be forced to retire. After serving the school for
nearly fifty years, she had maintained her authority through the recommendations of the
Home and School Association. Muriel’s and Otto’s questioning of her methods
challenged her authority. As a response, she fostered animosity within the Association,
using white parents’ prejudice by pitting Jewish parents against Black parents, to
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maintain her position. She even suggested, several times, that, “the black children were
going to bring down the quality of education in the district,” a common rhetoric used
across the nation to promote segregation.
Cloney’s actions suggest a struggle to maintain the status quo. As the Black
population of Roxbury increased with the migration, Muriel claimed that the
headmistress manipulated the Home and School Association in favor of the remaining
Jewish families. For example, Cloney insisted that Jewish parents took over the ParentTeacher organization. When Muriel and Otto started building the coalition, and Cloney
saw her power crumbling, the Headmistress appointed herself as the chairperson of the
Association, instead of letting the parents elect a member as the chair, as had been the
practice in the past.34 She quickly understood that the Snowdens were a force to reckon
with, and soon she began to search for ways to get them out of her way.
Similar to the way in which the NAACP had handled the “youth problem” among its
ranks, Cloney accused the Snowdens and their followers of being “a small group of
agitators,” with one of the members being a Communist.35 This time, though, the
accusation bore some merit. One of the most vocal members of the association, Ann
Burlack Timpson, was a card-carrying Communist, nicknamed “the Red Flame.”36 A
textile worker, who had been arrested for distributing communist propaganda in May
1929, Timpson had a long relationship with the Communist Party. Although the May
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1929 charges were eventually dropped, Timpson had been blacklisted and could hardly
find work during the Great Depression. In 1930, she became a full-time organizer for the
National Textile Workers Union. She had worked in her home state of Pennsylvania, in
Rhode Island, Massachusetts, North and South Carolina, and finally had organized
workers in Georgia.37 In 1934, she attempted to give a lecture on Communism in front of
nearly 200 Harvard students, only to be welcomed with laughter and ridicule. 38
Through her activism, Timpson had often fought for African American rights. In
1930, the National Textile Workers Union sent her to Atlanta to organize workers. On
May 21, she spoke in front of Black and white unemployed workers. Due to the
controversial nature of her speech, especially in the Jim Crow South, she was arrested
and charged with insurrection against the state of Georgia, a “crime” which could lead to
the death penalty. Upon her release, she raised money for the defense of two of her fellow
inmates, both African Americans. Although the charges were dropped almost a decade
later, Timpson had touched a sensitive aspect of Southern labor relations. As a high
ranking official of the National Textile Workers Union, she promoted an integrationist
agenda, calling for a ban of separate union locals for Black workers. Her interracial work,
however, was not solely confined to work relations. In the 1930s, she became a leader in
the fight to free the Scottsboro Boys, a group of young teenagers who had been wrongly
accused of raping two young white women on a train between Chattanooga and
37
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Memphis, Tennessee.39 In 1940, she became the “Executive Secretary of the Communist
Party of Massachusetts” and continued to be a peace activist and to fight for civil rights.
During the Second World War, she gave birth to her two children, Kathryn in 1943 and
William in 1946. By the time that she joined the Home and School Association,
Timpson’s reputation as a fervent Communist and a troublemaker preceded her.
Cloney’s insinuation that the Snowdens had some Communist connections could not
have happened at a worse time. At the time, Otto and Muriel had attempted to document
all of the steps that Black parents had taken to improve their relationship with the
headmistress. Seeing that the situation could turn in their favor and undermine her
authority, Cloney leaked information to the newspapers to garner public support and to
distract the public from their efforts and successes.40 There was a “big headline,” Muriel
explained, “that said, ‘Otto Snowden assumes leadership of the Henry L. Higginson
Home and School Association from the Red Flame.’” 41 When the article came out, Muriel
and Otto, who had just started raising money for Freedom House, did not know how to
respond to the accusations.
Accusing a member of the Black community of being a Communist had a far greater
impact than accusing a white person of the same offense in the 1950s. Following the
publication of a second article, “Headmistress says Snowdens Communists,” Ellen
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Jackson, who was still a young woman at the time, understood the injustice of the
situation. “That was a very easy label with which to incite emotions and discredit causes
for equality in our community during that period,” she explained. In fact, she argued that
African Americans “were desperately attempting to demonstrate their loyalty to
America,” during this period of tensions. They did so by “joining the service, buying
bonds and placing flags on their homes.” Concerns about Black patriotism and loyalty
had been an issue throughout the late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth
century.42 “As I look back,” she later said, “we were the true patriotic people.”43 Thus,
being Black and allegedly Communist, in the McCarthy era, represented the ultimate
offense against the nation.
Desperate to clear their reputation, Muriel and Otto Snowden met with Judge Cohen,
a member of the Massachusetts Commission against Discrimination, to discuss the
accusations.44 The couple had worked with the “old man” since the foundation of the
Commission in 1946 on questions of housing and of violence in the city. 45 His advice on
how to respond to the article was clear, yet, metaphorical in nature. “You don’t want to
carry coals to Newcastle,” he answered, pointing out that fighting the accusation was a
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moot point, and could possibly fuel its credibility. Instead, he suggested that they ignore
the article, and that they move on, and do “whatever it is [that they were] doing.” To the
judge, the accusations were simply a confirmation that the Snowdens’ work challenged
the status quo at the school level. Muriel accepted his advice with difficulty. While she
conceded that the neighborhood forgot about the accusations at some point, she also
acknowledged that the situation was hard on them.46
As the school year progressed, the Snowdens continued their work to democratize the
Home and School Association. They worked with the School’s Superintendent. They met,
then printed, and distributed brochures which documented “the steps [that they] had taken
in order to try and get this woman to permit free elections.” In response, Cloney
requested the presence of police officers both to intimidate the Snowdens, and keep order.
The Snowdens efforts, overall, were not in vain. In May 1951, the Association applied
such pressure that the headmistress resigned, but not without a scathing statement.47 She,
in fact, stated that she resigned, a year ahead of her planned retirement date, “in protest to
[the superintendent’s] long-continued support of a small group of agitators.” She claimed
that these “agitators,” more specifically the Snowdens and Timpson, defied “[her]
authority as principal.”48 Cloney, who could have retired several years before, at the age
of sixty, identified the source of the conflict as the demands of the “agitators” for the
“association to be run by officers elected from the floor, instead of being named by the
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principal,” confirming what Muriel and Otto had thought. The democratization of the
Home and School Association had been the issue all along.
If Black parents’ representation constituted one of the heated issues in the Boston
Public School System, the lack of access to adequate resources for students also worried
the parents. One day, Otto called the school and, to his surprise, recognized the voice of
his daughter on the line. Appalled, he asked to talk to her teacher. When he asked why his
third-grade daughter had picked up the phone, he received a straight answer. “I have a
problem,” Gail’s teacher said, “and I’ll tell you very frankly, Gail is very quick, and the
only way I can keep Gail occupied,” was by letting her answer the phone. 49 During that
time, she could “deal with some of the children who [didn’t] get their lessons as fast,” as
Gail did. Otto was furious. “I do not send my child to school to answer the phone,” he
replied, “she learned to answer the phone before she went to kindergarten, so she does not
need that.”50 Muriel was not all that surprised to find her daughter answering the phone.
Roxbury teachers dealt with overcrowded classes, lack of resources —to the point of not
being able to provide Gail with a book to read once she completed her work—, and
taught students who sometimes came to class ill prepared.51
To Muriel, the situation hinted at a deeper problem. She argued that the Boston Public
School System was “one that tended to push black people out.” 52 In 1964, Jonathan
Kozol, an educator who had been assigned to an overcrowded fourth-grade classroom in
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one of Boston’s Black schools, noted a similar trend. Teachers seldom praised children’s
accomplishments, did not stimulate their desire to learn, and dismissed their ambitions or
abilities. Otto’s brother, Frank, had been through a similar experience in grammar school.
Inquiring about the process to enroll in Boston Latin, one of the city’s prestigious
entrance exam schools, he was simply told by his teacher that he was not “Boston Latin
material.” Dismissing that a Black student such as Frank could have the skills necessary
to enter the school, his teachers did nothing to prepare him for the exam. Despite this lack
of faith, Frank took the exam, succeeded, and enrolled the following September. In the
following years, he received the Benjamin Franklin Merit Award for excellence which
was given to the class valedictorian at graduation. “From Latin School he went to
Harvard, and he got his A.B., his M.A., and his Ph.D.,” Muriel stated, pointing to the bias
of his grammar school teacher. 53
In the 1960s, corporal punishment and abuse still prevailed in Boston’s Black schools.
To the surprise of some Bostonians, Kozol stated that Black children were often whipped
“for no greater offense than for failing to show respect to the very same teachers who
have been describing them as nigger.” 54 While educators were not to use corporal
punishment in cases where “it might aggravate an existing physical impairment or
produce or threaten to produce permanent or lasting injury,” teachers often did it anyway.
Children were whipped without a witness present, which the Teachers’ handbook
specifically mandated, and “repeatedly grabbed, shaken and insulted.” Some teachers
53

Idem. Frank Snowden became a famous historian. He studied the role of Blacks in classical Antiquity. At
the end of his life, he was professor emeritus of classics at Howard University. “Frank M. Showden jr, 95,
Historian of Blacks in Antiquity, Dies” New York Times, February 28, 2007.
54

Kozol, Death at an Early Age. 9.
!233

even used psychological manipulation, for example by telling the parents that, “there was
no reason to be angry or to pursue the matter further,” in order to justify the injuries done
to the children.55 To Kozol, all teachers were to be implicated as they let the system
follow its course without challenging it. Furthermore, they were complicit in the ways in
which they helped to maintain a system without accountability, where teachers did not
report the whippings as required by the School Committee’s policies, and where novice
teachers only learned to “suppress and pulverize any sparks of humanity or independence
or originality in children.”56 Muriel felt that the community was also to blame for not
challenging the system. “Again, I think that black people tended to think that the system
was going to take care of our kids,” she explained, “that we rely on the teacher, we turn
our little children over to the teacher, and then the teachers have failed us.” Since the
Snowdens were educated and possessed social and economic capital, they could navigate
the system and ensure that Gail received the best education possible. However, most
parents could not.
Muriel argued that, up until the mid-1960s, a large proportion of Boston’s Black
residents did not understand that Black communities across the nation faced the same
kind of structural discrimination. In fact, even Frank Snowden, who had had access to
better educational opportunities due to his father’s intervention, did not understand that
success depended very little on one’s efforts. Muriel argued that Frank did not remember,
“or [chose] not to remember, how the system didn’t work for black kids generally.” Like

55

Ibid.,11.

56

Ibid., 14.
!234

many others in the neighborhood, Frank believed that, “if it worked for me, it ought to
work for everybody.” In fact, Frank’s and others’ beliefs did not account for the privilege
and special circumstances which allowed them to succeed. Instead, they claimed that one
needed to “‘be good, play the game by the rules,’” but, as Muriel stressed, “then they
never recognize that they (outsiders, or those who make the rules) constantly change the
rules of the game.”57
Muriel, however, still believed in the ability of the Boston’s Public School system to
provide Black children with a good education. She had explained that in 1946, “one of
the reasons that [she] was really gung-ho about coming back to Boston to live was that
[she] had such a positive feeling about this excellent public school system.” However,
when she arrived in the city, “it didn’t take [her] long to find out that this was a myth and
a delusion.”58 The Boston Public Schools System had deteriorated, and was now
“coasting along on reputation.”59 As Muriel and Otto began to observe the conditions of
the educational system, they noticed that the gap between reputation and reality was
widening as the years passed. Muriel highlighted that even the National Education
Association’s national conference noticed this widening gap.
Yet, the Boston Public School System resisted change through several means. Schools
had a “Home and School” Association instead of a Parent-Teachers Association. Muriel
argued that this distinction, however subtle, removed agency from parents, let alone
Black parents, who would have otherwise been part of the school’s decision process.
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Some School Committee members challenged the legitimacy of Boston’s Black activists
in the fight for equal education by dismissing their demands if they did not have a child
in the system.60 Muriel rejected their argument. “Number one, I had a child in the
system,” she explained, “and had to take her out.” “Number two, is that as far as I’m
concerned,” she added, “every black child in the system is our own child.” She further
explained that when they removed Gail from their neighborhood school, they “did not
take [themselves] out of this Boston public school system.”
But to Muriel, comparing Boston’s reality to other locales could prove
counterproductive. In New York City for example, parents had to remove their children
from public schools because of the “actual physical danger,” to their children.
Mentioning drugs, or the “underclass life style,” she cited the child’s “own survival,” as a
reason to act. In Boston, segregation had limited the number of options available to the
children, but did not affect their physical survival. In this sense, Muriel argued that, to be
fair and equal, education had to develop children’s “inner resources as well as basics.”
Reading, writing, and math skills ensured one’s survival in society. They are fundamental
tools necessary to every-day life. In Boston, even segregated schools taught children
these basics skills. Segregation, as Muriel explained, prevented the development of
children’s inner resources. “Learning to think, problem solving, also the kind of inner
resources that make it possible to be alone with yourself and like it, an appreciation for
things that are food for the soul and the spirit, as well as for the mind,” were all things
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that segregated schools did not offer their students.61 As Jonathan Kozol points out, the
lack of resources and appropriate facilities were enough to quell any child’s desire to
learn.62 Some students, who had shown resiliency and had continued to believe, gave up
when they realized that they could not follow their peers.63 But as Kozol explained,
“rather than getting angry in any way at all at either the school or the city or the system
for this one’s child sake,” teachers lashed out at the children who could not keep the
pace.64 Some even refused to teach them, making the situation even worse.

In this sense, the push for desegregation in Boston did not come from the publication
of government reports or Supreme Court decisions like the 1954 decision in Brown v.
Board of Education. Instead, Boston’s desegregation movement grew out of parents’
organizing efforts to secure opportunities for their children. This movement gained
momentum through the Head Start program implemented in the city by Lucy Mitchell
and other parents in 1965. In November 1963, John F. Kennedy’s assassination propelled
his much older and boisterous vice-president, Lyndon B. Johnson, to the highest office in
the nation. With his predecessor’s agenda in hand and an election in sight, Johnson could
not help but wait for the nation to heal. Keeping most of Kennedy’s senior appointees in
their positions, Johnson aimed to provide the stability necessary for his transition into
office. Following his election in 1964, Johnson laid out his plan for the “Great Society,”
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which promised to eliminate poverty and racial injustices. His program addressed health,
education, welfare, and civil rights issues while also tackling cultural and environmental
questions.65
Head Start mirrored the language of opportunity of Johnson’s Great Society
programs. Promoted by Lady Bird Johnson, Lyndon B. Johnson’s wife and the First Lady
of the United States, Head Start aimed “to help children from deprived families in getting
ready for school.”66 Offered to children age 5 and 6, the “eight-week crash program”
received ninety percent of its funding from the federal government and ten percent from
local sources. The first summer, Johnson’s administration planned on reaching
approximately 100,000 children in more than 300 communities, and hoped to enroll
children of an even younger age in the following years.67 Even if it was a federal
initiative instead of a community-led program, Lucy was thrilled with the ideas behind
Head Start. Yet, she had not planned on participating in any new programs in the city. At
age 66, she had tried to retire and was looking forward to some well-deserved time to
relax. Since her arrival in Boston in 1924, Lucy had constantly worked and had launched
several new programs in early childhood education. In the 1950s, instead of reducing her
activities, she had been even busier, as her expertise became more and more in demand.
She served as acting executive director of the Associated Day Care Services, was a parttime and guest lecturer at different colleges in the Greater Boston area, and served on the
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faculty committee at Wheelock College. At Wheelock College, she had just started a
Peace Corps volunteer program which sent students to work with young children in
Tunisia. 68 In 1965, despite her hopes of a cozy retirement, where she could pick and
choose her own commitments, Lucy became interested in the Head Start program.69 “This
sounded like a most exciting and innovative program in childhood education,” she
explained, as she postponed her retirement once again.
The Head Start program was designed to help meet the needs of children, “who were
living in impoverished, depressed, poverty conditions which prevented them from
profiting by their school experience.“ 70 In Boston, a number of children went to school on
an empty stomach or without the proper clothing, especially during winter. Head Start
offered an opportunity for early intervention, even before the child reached the school
benches, by fostering a desire to learn. As researchers in child development realized that
intelligence was not fixed at birth, as they had previously hypothesized, educators took
on a role in the development of children by shaping their environment. With the
“discovery” of poverty in the United States in the mid-twentieth century, this
environmental modeling became a priority among researchers who aimed to change how
poverty-derived issues, such as hunger or lack of stimulation, affected children’s
success.71 Dr. Mamie Philipps Clark’s work had shown that, when a child’s desire to learn
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is not encouraged, the child ultimately withdrew both socially and academically.72 In
1965, with this data in hand, multidisciplinary teams of experts conceptualized Head
Start, taking into consideration theories in child development and early childhood
education, and incorporating the child’s welfare and health needs into the program.73
Head Start mirrored the program that Lucy had developed at the Robert Gould Shaw
House settlement house in Boston in the 1930s. Following the creation of the Nursery
School in 1931, during the tuberculosis crisis, she had assembled a team which included
educators, social workers, pediatricians, nurses, psychiatrists, and other professionals as
needed. She had created a comprehensive program which addressed the different aspects
of a child’s life, from education to the child’s welfare. Furthermore, Lucy explained that
those “who had been involved in child care work, some twenty years before, had
recognized the need for interdisciplinary professional efforts if children’s potentials were
to be developed.”74 The most recent research only validated the fact that those
“disadvantaged environmental backgrounds and home conditions,” played a considerable
role in a student’s academic difficulties.75 Research had also shown that children who
attended pre-school between the ages of four and five had better success rate in school in
the following years. In this sense, Lucy’s program and Head Start shared the same
overarching goals. They both aimed “to achieve improvement in a child’s physical health
and abilities, to help the social and emotional development of the child, to develop the
72
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self-confidence, spontaneity, curiosity, and discipline, as well as to improve his mental
process, and conceptual and verbal skills.”76 When the program launched, Lucy joined
the team which organized workshops and training sessions for the personnel needed for
the program.77 In the summer of 1965, Head Start expected to reach at least 3,000
children and their families in the Greater Boston area.
Similar to its 1930s counterpart, Head Start helped launch some of Massachusetts
health care and public health programs. The Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) saw
healthcare as one of the battlefronts in Johnson’s War on Povert, so Head Start offered “a
full preventive health program for the children.” 78 Through the Boston City Hospital,
enrollees received a full examination, preventive screening, and immunization shots,
sometimes for the first time of their lives.79 The program brought the children up to date
on their “diphtheria, tetanus, whooping cough, measles, smallpox and polio” shots
depending on their needs. While Massachusetts had been one of the first states to enact
mandatory school vaccination in the 1850s to prevent smallpox transmission, few
children in poor neighborhoods had received all of their shots. 80 By 1963, only twenty
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states had laws making vaccination a requirement for enrollment in public schools.81
Through the program, doctors performed “hearing and speech evaluations, vision testing,
and the laboratory tests necessary to spot anemia, tuberculosis, and kidney disease.”82
The program had also made provisions to make “corrective devices such as eyeglasses
and hearing aids, available whenever needed.”
Head Start children also received dental care through the program.83 The
Massachusetts Dental Society estimated that approximately 80% of the Head Start
children suffered from cavities while 25% of them needed urgent attention from dental
professionals.84 “The average child studied in the Headstart Program here has more than
six decayed teeth,” reported Dr. Edward F. Kastelic, a dental resident at the State
Department of Public Health.85 In this light, Alan P. Danovitch, the executive secretary of
the Massachusetts Citizens Committee for Dental Health, who spoke at the Society’s
annual convention, urged dentists to undertake another “complete study of dental health
in Massachusetts,” the last large scale study having taken place in 1945, twenty years
earlier.86 As a result of his brief study, Dr. Kastelic pushed for the fluoridation of water
supplies, a measure, he argued, which would help children at a young age,
notwithstanding their economic background. He reported that, since Cleveland used
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fluoride in the public water supply, “children from areas of poverty equal to that in
Boston areas were found to have good teeth.” 87 The study, requested by Danovitch, not
only served to further a statewide intervention but also to legitimize such expenditure in
the eyes of Massachusetts residents since it could potentially help all of the city’s
residents, notwithstanding their level of income.
Boston’s Head Start comprehensive health program claimed to be the most extensive
in the nation. At a time where Medicaid was still in its infancy, state and federal
governments disbursed approximately $55 per child, approximately two to five times the
national average of $10 to $20 per child. 88 While the program offered great promise, it
posed a number of problems. “Follow up treatment is more difficult,” claimed Carl M.
Cobbs, a medical reporter for the Boston Globe. If the “Boston City hospital [were]
obligated to provide continuing care,” they were only obligated to do so “to the extent
possible” after the end of the program. In this sense, the short duration of the program
only allowed for a limited treatment of chronic conditions. If compliance with treatment
posed problems to some families, due to financial reasons, so did keeping appointments
with doctors. Public health nurses were assigned to the cases and to “see[…] to it that the
child is at the hospital” for their treatment. Conscious of the role that the financial burden
of medical care played in the decision to seek it out after the program, Boston City
Hospital offered care free of charge to children at its “wide variety of clinics.”89
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Due to the relationship between Head Start and the Job Corps, medical treatment was
also offered free of charge at the Boston City Hospital to teens and young adults age
sixteen to twenty-one who participated in the Neighborhood Corps. As a way to extend
the reach of the program to the youth in the community, the program hired young adults
and teenagers through the Job Corps, a Great Society agency with roots in the New
Deal.90 Seen as an “attempt to make up for society’s failure” toward those who had
dropped out of school, the Job Corps teamed up with local industries and businesses to
secure training for young community members who could not have otherwise found those
opportunities.91 Although the extent of the care available to the 3,000 eligible youth
differed from that of the Head Start children, due to the lack of funding, the goals
remained the same. The program offered “screening diagnostic, physical exams, and
complete follow-up treatment” to those enrolled.92 The youth received an initial physical
exam as he or she joined the Corps and if, at the time of one’s enrollment, doctors found
conditions which required immediate attention, the enrollee would be referred
immediately to the City Hospital. Contrary to their younger counterparts, teens and young
adults were in relatively good health, according to Dr. Gardner Edwards, who was
especially responsible for the older patients of the program. Perhaps due to a better access
to food in their youth, only five to ten percent of those receiving the initial exam
“require[d] some form of continuing medical treatment.”93 “The picture in the dental
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health area is somewhat different,” he added, claiming that a “considerable number” of
patients needed “immediate dental attention.” While the care received by the Job Corps
enrollees was only funded at $30 per person, it still surpassed by far the national average.
Doctors hoped that the program would be reevaluated and that, sooner than later, mental
healthcare would also be provided to the participants in the program.94
While symptomatic of greater issues, funding became a concern as soon as the
program ended Head Start’s first summer. Recruits, for example, did not get paid for their
summer training until the end of December 1965, four months after their work was
completed.95 At the end of August, Boston Head Start administrators learned that their
$2.1 million request for subsequent funding of the program, which included a year-long
pilot program, had been cut in half and that the city would only receive $1 million of
funding. The success of the program might have been its own curse. “There is more
money,” Bill Chapman of New Bedford confessed to the Globe reporter, “but the demand
has increased so fast it has to be spread thinner.” Chapman hypothesized that the federal
government was allocating more funds to Southern states, favoring Mississippi and
Louisiana for example, instead of funding the better off Northern states.96 After all, the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts had received its fair share of the resources. An
appropriation of approximately $2 million had been divided between six Youth Corps
project in 1965 and had an additional $5.2 million was to be distributed between an
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additional twenty-three communities for the year, $1.8 million of which had already been
used for the extended summer programs.
These appropriations provoked the ire of some white middle-class Bostonians. Not
unlike their Southern counterparts, Bostonians’ anger was rooted in a racist and classbased rhetoric disconnected from the city’s reality. Some feared that the Head Start
program would give the poor Black or Hispanic children an unfair advantage compared
to their white peers.97 A mother found it unfair that her “husband’s middle-income
[would] pay for another child’s education when they couldn’t afford to give their own
children the same opportunities.”98 Similarly, another woman did not like how “her”
taxes were being used to train the poor whom, she claimed, would start to depend on
public assistance for their daily needs.99 Anticipating the “welfare queen” rhetoric which
entered the American lexicon in the mid-1970s, these complaints show a complete
disconnect from and misunderstanding of Black Bostonians’ poverty. If most anti-poverty
projects, such as housing, urban renewal, and employment initiatives had favored the
white middle-class, education was finally the great equalizer that the Black community
had been working to secure.

One of Head Start’s unintended consequences surfaced at the end of the summer of
1965, as the program approached its first year’s last days. Ellen Jackson remembered that
a number of parents “were concerned about what they were going to do for the fall with
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their kids.” At the end of the summer, they held meeting, as they “wanted to stay
together,” and “talk about the educational concerns.”100 A social service advisor for the
Jamaica Plain Head Start program, Ellen Jackson had been “a channel between the
parents and the agency.”101 They started meeting at the Shaw House, which had moved
from its Hammond Street location to 612 Blue Hill Avenue at the corner of Columbia
Road.102
The small group grew quickly as Black parents from different parts of the city heard
about the meetings. The group “grew and grew and grew,” posing certain concerns to the
director of the Shaw House. The director was nervous about the number of parents
gathering at the community center. During the meetings, ashes fell on the floor, rooms
filled with smoke, and babies crawled around the facility. To resolve these tensions, Ellen
moved the meetings to the Northern Student Movement office, which was in a storefront
on “Agency Row,” a strip of Blue Hill Avenue where most of the city’s Black grassroots
organizations were located.103 Founded at Yale University in 1961, the NSM was a civil
rights organization which had grown out of the New England Student Christian
Movement. Ellen had joined the organization upon the foundation of the Boston chapter,
working especially for their tutoring programs. She had not picked the new location
randomly. The NSM office was conveniently located next to the teen center, which
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allowed parents to keep an eye on their older children while attending the meetings.
Parents gathered “every night that whole summer,” to discuss strategies for the fall.104
Discussions with the school committee had been at a standstill since 1964. Since the
1950s, activists had attempted to challenge the city’s school segregation, but to no avail.
The issues had been dismissed as frivolous and the school authorities uninterested in
changing the system. In the 1960s, after the integration crises in Little Rock, Arkansas
from 1957 to 1959 and in Tuscaloosa, Alabama in 1963, Boston’s activists applied more
pressure on the school committee. Despite damning evidence, the School Committee,
with Louise Day Hicks as chairwoman, refused to admit that the Boston Public Schools
even faced de facto segregation.105 In February 1964, after an eight-month stalemate, the
committee finally agreed to meet with NAACP leaders to discuss the issue. Yet, the
meeting left everyone unsatisfied. Hicks, who had fiercely opposed the face-to-face,
claimed that even simply holding a meeting would be “recognizing the existence of de
facto segregation in Boston Schools.”106
Hicks, in fact, based her refusal to recognize the issue on semantics. “De facto
segregation was defined to me by the N.A.A.C.P.,” she explained, as “the discrimination
and exploitation of Negro children and granting inferior education.”107 While Hicks
accepted this definition as a reality in other states, especially in the South, she did not
104
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believe that Boston’s schools discriminated against Black children or offered them an
inferior education. Furthermore, she did not believe that the school system, where the
school assignments followed neighborhood lines, constituted discrimination. Her logic
was simple. Black Bostonians “choose their own housing,” she explained, “no one forces
them to take it,” dismissing any structural issues limiting housing opportunities to African
American residents.108
While Hicks believed that her reasoning was sound, several activists highlighted her
overt racism. Thomas Pettigrew, a Harvard “social psychologist and authority on race
relations,” reported that the school board had made statements which were “defiling,
degrading and demeaning” to African Americans.109 He claimed that the committee had
also concluded that Black children were inferior to white children, a statement which
appeared all too often in the newspapers of the period. 110 Pettigrew blamed the School
committee for refusing to meet with Boston’s civil rights activists, in particular with the
NAACP, arguing that this standstill prevented them from resolving the situation.111
Pettigrew’s assessment was quite right. In 1964 alone, Boston’s civil rights groups
had used dozens of strategies to open the discussion with the School Committee. In
January, a group of Black students had reached out to Hicks to talk about the situation.112
Brenda Butler, a seventeen year-old student who attended The Jeremiah Burke High
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School in Roxbury, asked difficult questions. “Why can’t the colored students qualify for
[Boston] Latin School and college?” “If the school curriculum is so good in Boston, why
are the Negro children so far behind?” “Is it going to take another 100 years before things
change?” Butler used the “100 years” to link the end of slavery and the current situation
in the city. The students then “stared tensely“ at Hicks and said, “your process is so slow,
I’m just disgusted.” Despite the students’ probing, the committee stood its ground. Hicks
responded that, “in time things will work out,” as if the situation would simply change on
its own in the near future. “You don’t have to come demonstrating and banging on the
door,” she continued, “the door is open.”
Yet, the door remained closed to those who had attempted day in and day out to open
communication with the committee. In February 1964, the NAACP threatened to sue to
the Board, “if the Boston School Committee continues to stand on the issue of de facto
segregation.” 113 Attorney Robert Carter, chief counsel for the NAACP, stated that the case
had been prepared since January, but that he had held it since the Boston Branch had
“sought other means to settle the dispute.”114
A few weeks later, the organization organized a one-day school boycott during which
children would attend Freedom Schools.115 These schools, located in churches,
community centers, and other locations throughout the neighborhood, offered a
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curriculum coupling academic subjects to activism. 116 Nearly 600 people volunteered to
teach children during the protest. Soon, however, questions arose as to the legality of the
boycott. Could the city take legal actions against those who “induce children to skip
school”?117 Could the truant officers remove the children from the Freedom Schools
during the boycott? Elected in 1962, Republican Edward Brooke, the first African
American Attorney General in the nation, chimed in.118 His remarks, coming from a
Black man in a situation involving Black education, “exploded like a bomb amid the
Negro community.”119
According to Brooke, the boycott could in fact be considered illegal. The School
Committee had the “the power to enforce attendance” policies and truant officers did not
need a warrant to arrest children “wandering in the streets or public places” during the
boycott.120 Even the Freedom Schools could be broken up, and the children sent to their
regular schools. Parents could also be fined fifty dollars for keeping their children at
home, while children themselves could be fined twenty dollars for their participation in
the boycott.121 Yet, if the news that boycott could be seen as illegal was seen as a defeat
116
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by some leaders, the NAACP had won a major battle. In his report, Attorney General
Brooke had also ruled that the state’s Commissioner of Education could order a racial
census of any school, in any town of the Commonwealth. 122 Data gathered in the census
would allow the state and the NAACP to sue to School Committee, should it be found to
have maintained segregation in the city.
On the day of the boycott, four of the five members of the Boston School Committee
reiterated the Committee’s original position. First, they claimed that, “there [was] no
segregation in the Boston schools.” Second, they argued that, “the negro children [were]
given the same opportunity to learn as white children.” Third, they stated that Black
children benefitted from “a series of experimental programs,” meant to help them
succeed in school. For this reason, “the Negro leadership [was] misguided in calling the
boycott.” Finally, the committee members argued, once again, that, “protests [and]
demonstrations will in no way aid the Negro’s cause.” 123 More concerned about
distancing the city’s situation from the Southern racial climate than about resolving the
situation, the Committee claimed that the question of segregation was not “an education
matter,” and that Boston’s civil rights activists should pursue other avenues to settle their
grievances.124 If the School Committee considered that the question was not under their
jurisdiction, the absence of more than 10,000 students, nearly 9,000 from Boston proper
and an extra 1,000 from the suburbs, surely showed the community’s desire to address the
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issue. In fact the School Department reported an even greater number, with 20,571 of the
92,844 enrolled students absent on that day.125
Yet despite the participation of several churches, higher education divisions, religious
groups, welfare and housing activists, and medical groups, Louise Day Hicks claimed
that the boycott lacked public support.126 Determined to stand her ground, once more, she
claimed that a large proportion of the children stayed home, “afraid of neighborhood
reprisals.”127 Although, Hicks could not garner the backing necessary to prosecute those
who organized the protest, she refused once again to open the discussion on
segregation.128 Furthermore, she opposed a study on racial imbalance in Boston’s public
schools, characterizing the issue as a “community problem that does not belong in a study
of racial imbalance.” The School Committee as a whole dismissed the proposal of the
NAACP, which included busing students to other schools within the city.129
Despite the School Committee’s opposition, the Massachusetts Advisory Committee
to the United States Commission on Civil Rights launched the study in 1964. During the
investigation, the Commission called educators, civil rights activists, and school officials
to testify. 130 Hicks, among others, argued in front of the Commission that integration was
“not important” and that programs such as “Operation Counterpoise,” would provide
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minority students, those Hicks described as “culturally deprived pupils,” with the
enrichment necessary.131 The study came to the same conclusions that Boston’s activists
had shown through the years. Boston, indeed, faced widespread segregation. However,
the study stated that the School Committee was not the only entity to blame for the
problem. In fact, Boston Housing Authority shared part of the responsibility as it
perpetuated patterns of segregation in housing which subsequently led to school
segregation. As a consequence, Richard Banks, the executive secretary of the Governor’s
Committee on Civil Rights, argued that the actions of the Housing Authority “could be
construed as support of de jure rather than de facto segregation.”132 While the study could
have justified the desegregation of Boston’s public schools, the report only served to push
the blame toward the Housing Authority instead of the School Committee. In this sense,
Hicks stated that, while Black children attended predominantly Black schools, “this
reflect[ed] the geographical area rather than any design by school authorities.”133 To add
insult to the injury, she accused the NAACP of having “drawn a color line in Boston” as
if the issues of segregation did not exist before the organization pointed the obvious.134
The following months brought more of the same in the fight for better education.
Except for an attempt to bus children to yet another dilapidated school, located near a
construction site, which parents considered to be a safety hazard, the School Committee
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stood its ground, refusing to concede that the situation needed to be addressed.135 Parents
attempted to secure an injunction to stop the transfer of their children but to no avail. The
injunction was denied less than two weeks prior to the beginning of classes in September
1964.136 In January 1965, Louise Day Hicks ran for reelection as the chairperson of the
School Committee, a post that she had easily won, despite the tradition of the chairperson
changing every year, with another member of the committee taking over.137 Division
among members of the committee facilitated Hicks’ reelection for a second term.138
To Boston’s civil rights activists, and despite Hicks’ reelection, 1965 promised to be a
year of change. At the federal level, Congress had enacted the Civil Rights Act of 1964
which prohibited segregation in all public location, including schools. The Department of
Education was to release its report on Racial Imbalance during the year. 139 On January
7th, 1965, Republican Governor John Volpe was elected for a second term, defeating
incumbent Endicott Peabody who had governed between 1963 and 1965. Volpe had
promised to adopt a strong “four-point civil rights platform,” similar to its federal
counterpart. His platform was seen as “the most far-sighted civil rights position ever
taken by a Massachusetts governor.” 140 He had also planned to provide state assistance
and services to municipalities across the states in order to rid their school system of de
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facto segregation.141 Yet, despite the evidence mounting against the School Committee
and the position of the Governor, Louise Day Hicks and her colleagues still maintained
that segregation did not exist in Boston.142 This time, however, Hicks blamed Roxbury
parents for the standstill, arguing that they had not taken advantage of the school system’s
open enrollment program due to their desire to keep their children in their
neighborhood.143
In the spring, Boston’s civil rights movement went through a slow yet significant
transformation. A year after the boycott, which took more than twenty-thousand students
out of their classrooms, Boston civil rights leaders met with James Farmer, the national
director of the Congress For Racial Equality (CORE). The meeting proved to be
merciless toward Louise Day Hicks, as some of the activists compared her to Bull
Connor, the infamous Commissioner of Public Safety in Birmingham, Alabama. Only
two years earlier, Connor had gained notoriety for enforcing segregation, denying civil
rights to Black residents of Birmingham. Furthermore, Connor had directed the use of
attack dogs and fire hoses on civil rights activists who protested the city’s ill treatment. 144
As the activists’ pressure on Hicks increased, two distinct phenomena emerged. At one
end of the spectrum, national civil rights leaders from the NAACP, the SNCC, SCLC, and
the CORE became more involved in Boston’s fight against segregation. At the other end
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of the spectrum, grassroots organizations also became more prominent in the fight for
equality. These seemingly opposite factions, the iconic figures of a nationwide fight on
one side and the unknown leaders of a local fight on the other, pressured the School
Committee simultaneously. However, only one proved to be successful.

In April 1965, Nobel Prize recipient, Dr. Martin Luther King jr. returned to Boston,
his alma mater’s city.145 Invited by the Massachusetts branch of the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Northern Student movement, Dr. King’s visit
coincided with Governor Volpe’s proclamation of April 23rd as Dr. Martin Luther King’s
day. 146 During his visit, King had planned on leading a march from Roxbury to the
Boston Commons, to protest the “conditions of racial imbalance and slum housing,” in
the city.147 Supported by the Massachusetts Freedom Movement, the Boston Catholic
Interracial Council and the Greater Boston Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance, and
nearly a hundred other organizations or individuals, the march was the first protest of its
kind outside of the South.148 As the march was announced, both School Committee and
city officials struggled to control the situation. Upon his arrival from an inspection tour in
West Germany with Governor Volpe, Mayor Collin spoke against the protest in front of
City Hall. In a similar way, Louise Day Hicks stated that she would prefer “a round-table
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discussion” in order to “avoid any emotionalism” but that, “under the law this [was]
impossible.”149 The school committee could only hold public meetings, which also
included the members of the press and some parents. Hicks further stated, in a
patronizing tone, that, “if Dr. King [came] with an open mind and listen[ed],” that he
would see and understand what the committee had done “for the Negro child and the
culturally deprived child in Boston.” 150
King’s visit could not have been more momentous. A few days earlier, Dr. Owen B.
Kiernan, Massachusetts Commissioner of Education, had published the report on racial
imbalance entitled “Because It is Right—Educationally.”151 The committee had been
assigned three tasks in March 1964. First, it needed to determine if racial imbalance, or
segregation, affected existed in Massachusetts’s schools. Second, if segregation plagued
the Public School Systems across the state, the committee needed to “determine if racial
imbalance is educationally harmful.” Finally, if they determined that segregation was
indeed harmful, the committee needed to recommend ways to abolish it. 152
At the term of the research project, the committee found that forty-five schools in
Boston were considered imbalanced, meaning that the vast majority of the students
enrolled were students of color. The researchers also determined that overall, white
students were more likely to attend predominantly white schools or schools which
enrolled fewer than five students of color. On the opposite, most Black students attended
149
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predominantly Black schools. In this sense, the committee concluded that Boston’s
schools were indeed segregated. In addition, after consultation with child development
experts, they concluded that segregation was not only harmful to both Black and white
students, it also “represent[ed] a serious conflict with the American creed of equal
opportunity.” 153 As a consequence, they felt that integration was crucial and
recommended desegregation through open enrollment and through busing among other
strategies.154
Despite the clear evidence put forth by the researchers, the school committee
dismissed the conclusions and recommendations of the report. Louise Day Hicks and
committee member William E. O’Connor offered a scathing response to the Boston
Globe. They felt that the recommendations of the Advisory Committee were “insulting,
thoughtless, irresponsible and vicious.”155 Following the recommendation that
approximately five thousand Black and white students be exchanged in order to reduce
imbalance, Hicks stated that she was “appalled by such a recommendation,” and that if
put on a city-wide referendum, that she “shall never vote to allow such an unfair and
undemocratic action to take place.” The irony of calling a city-wide referendum unfair
and undemocratic was not lost on Brandeis historian Lawrence Fuchs, who argued that
Hicks “talk[ed] about the referendum like Adolf Hitler did and just like Gov. Wallace
would—by playing to fear and prejudice.”156 Although the report had proposed a dozen
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of strategies to eliminate segregation, Hicks knew that busing would be the most opposed
solution. Fuchs found Hicks even more irresponsible in the way that she dismissed the
year-long study done by “36 distinguished citizens,” stating that her “temerity [was]
totally insulting.” Cardinal Cushing, the popular Archbishop of Boston between 1944 and
1970 and a fierce supporter of civil rights, had worked on the study despite his illness and
had even signed the final report from his hospital bed.157
The report, with its clear evidence, finally exposed the School Committee’s racism to
the public. If Hicks and her colleagues had made veiled, coded, or patronizing statements,
none of them had outright used racist language in public forums. Hicks had even claimed
that she supported civil rights and opposed segregation in the South. However, the report
had triggered the School Committee members’ passions to the point of lifting the filters
behind which they usually hid. Instead of using the term “culturally deprived” as was
usually the case, committee member Joseph Lee, stated that, “white children do not want
to be transported into schools with a large proportion of backward pupils from
unprospering Negro families who will slow down their education.” 158 He further added
that, “white children do not want large number of backward pupils from unprospering
Negro families shipped into their present mainly white schools, either.” He forecast a
white exodus, with families leaving predominantly white areas, to establish themselves in
the predominantly white neighborhoods, as soon as the busing plan would be put in
motion. After committee member Arthur Gartland stated that he supported the
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conclusions of recommendations of the report, Hicks used the same rhetoric that
Headmistress Cloney had used against Muriel and Otto Snowden, more than a decade
earlier, to describe her colleague. In her eyes, Gartland’s actions were “un-American” and
“un-democratic.” Garland had joined “racial agitators,” in a conspiracy against Boston’s
Public Schools.159
When Dr. Martin Luther King landed in Boston, tension was palpable. Governor
Volpe had threatened to act if the School Committee failed to enact the desegregation
plan. The school committee could not agree on the proper arrangements to meet with
King during his visit, as Hicks insisted that King met with them alone, against the School
Committee’s own procedure.160 Expecting nearly 50,000 people and members of more
than thirty communities to participate in the march, the organizers, including Boston
NAACP president Ruth Batson and Reverend John Harmon, tended to the last details to
ensure everyone’s safety. With 350 police officers assigned to the three mile-long route,
the event was bound to be somewhat chaotic.161
Ellen Jackson was, in fact prepared, for the worst. Upon his arrival on the Wednesday
morning at Logan Airport in Boston, King and his hosts, include Ellen, made their way to
the State House where he spoke with Governor Volpe. They then traveled to Roxbury to
meet with local groups and parents who lived in the Black neighborhood. In the streets,
some of King’s supporters, a large proportion of them local, wore the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference armband or the “poor man’s uniform,” some denim or heavy
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cotton overalls. Contrasting with King’s middle-class look, a dark suit over a white shirt
and a tie, the denim overalls not only marked one’s solidarity with the working-class and
the farmers of the South, but also prevented the marginalization of poor or working-class
activists who had yet to have a voice in a predominantly Black middle-class
conversation.162
King’s presence in the streets, the day prior to the official march, caused some chaos
at first. Ellen remembered that the people who joined him first walked in a nice line,
“humming, singing, going down Columbus Avenue.”163 As they marched down Charles
Street, then onto Beacon Street, things took a chaotic turn. Thousands of people had
joined the small party. Some were “trying to get to shake Dr. King’s hand.”164 Concerns
about King’s safety grew as new marchers kept pushing to get closer to him. Plainclothes
and uniformed police attempted to cordon the civil rights leader and his “special party,”
but the task became more and more difficult. As people got closer, Ellen lost her shoe.
The chaos prevented her from finding it immediately. Luckily, a group behind her
retrieved it for her. Two of her colleagues picked her by the elbows, and lifted her so that
she would not be trampled by incoming marchers. 165 The crowds kept on swelling. Dr.
King insisted on continuing but was soon deterred by the reality of the situation. He
hopped in his limousine which dropped him off in front of The W.L.P. Boardman School.
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Through the day, he spoke at different locations: in front of schools, of a “shabby brick
tenement building” on Howard Street, and at other strategic points in the neighborhood.
His message was loud and clear and resonated among Black Bostonians; “you must not
let anyone lull you to sleep” as “some of the same wrong in Alabama are wrong in
Boston, Massachusetts,” he explained. “We must organize ourselves,” he added, “for
problems don’t work themselves out.”166 Despite the hopes of organizing a meeting at the
last minute, King did not meet with the School Committee during his visit to Boston. In
the afternoon, he spoke in front of the State Legislature, calling for an end “to racial
injustice and segregation in every area of life in Boston and America.”167 Linking peace
and social justice together, he discussed the U.S. involvement in Vietnam, the “ban-thebomb protests,” and civil rights.
The official march, scheduled to start at 9:30 am the next morning at Roxbury’s
Carter Playground, gathered an estimated 22,000 people. Rain, confusion, and delays did
not deter Black Bostonians eager to hear the civil rights leader speak, once more.168 If the
School Committee still refused to meet with King, and claimed that their day was “a
usual business day,” the Mayor gave him good news. The Board of Directors of the
Action for Boston Community Development (ABCD), of which Melnea had been
president, would be reorganized and would now include the “participation by citizens
from poor neighborhoods, many from the Negro community.”169 Participation had been
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one of the most contentious issue for the board, as Melnea highlighted, with most of the
organization’s Board members representing the interests of businesses at the time of the
ABCD’s foundation.
If this announcement encouraged Boston’s civil rights activists, Ellen argued that
Bostonians, as a city, missed the significance of King’s visit. 170 At the time, she felt that
the city should have taken the opportunity to make a gesture, no matter how small, which
would have ultimately reverberated at the national level and cast Boston as a leading city
in terms of civil rights. Unfortunately, due to the tyranny of the majority, as committee
member Arthur Gartland put it, the city missed the chance to enact measures to rectify the
situation, not only in the schools but also in housing and in the workplace.171 Instead,
Boston positioned itself in line with cities such as Birmingham or Little Rock, where
racism prevailed and segregation was enforced.
Yet, King’s visit gave hope to Boston’s activists and became a catalyst in the fight for
civil rights. Ellen explained that, “in some ways, it brought a lot of people closer, too.”
She explained that prior to King’s visit, churches had not been involved in concerted
efforts. In fact, “the last great act that they had been involved in,” she recalled, “was
during the urban renewal program, but that only hit one segment of our community at that
time.”172 Furthermore, his visit also fostered the emergence of grassroots organization
which could navigate outside of mainstream civil rights groups, in order to apply
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additional pressure on the School Committee. Parents, in particular, took a prominent role
in the summer of 1965.

Following King’s visit and the publication of Kiernan’s report on racial imbalance,
the School Committee changed its strategy. Instead of denying that segregation plagued
Boston’s public schools, Louise Day Hicks and her colleagues, with the exception of
Arthur Gartland, began to play to the fears of white parents. Hicks talked about how she
felt that, “the rights of white people are being infringed upon.” 173 If her vitriolic words
echoed those of white supremacists in the South, they also found a listening ear among
South Boston fearful parents. In May 1965, after yet another vote against a “resolution to
consider racial imbalance,” Hicks crumbled under the pressure of nearly “250 chanting
civil rights demonstrators” who had chased her down and prevented her from leaving the
School Committee’s office. A sobbing Hicks, helped by police officers, became the image
of martyrdom of white Boston, under constant attack from their Black counterparts. 174 In
the following weeks, Hicks carefully played this image, complaining that she was under
constant “threats and harassment.” Pushing the envelope even further, she obtained a
firearm license and purchased a police dog, named Prinz, who could “usually be found
guarding the front door.”175 She justified her protective measures to the Boston Globe the
following day. She had received threatening phone calls, had been followed, and had seen
people stopping at her door. So far, she had tried to hide the threats from her husband so
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as to not worry him too much. Thankfully, the phone calls, by both Black and white men,
had never been obscene or vulgar, ultimately preserving her virtue. People had started to
come to the house at night. Throughout her ordeal, she had not ask for police protection.
Imagined or real, Hicks’ story reinforced the idea that white Bostonians were under
attack because of their position on segregation. As a consequence, the events fostered the
image of Hicks as a strong defender who stood in the face of her “personal torment and
terror.”176 It also helped her gather political capital. As the city election approached,
Hicks considered a position on the City Council as a way to fulfill her political
ambitions.177 In June, in the midst of a city-wide panic caused by criminal fires set in
Roxbury schools, Hicks finally asked for police escorts and for officers to patrol her
neighborhood.178 She used the arsons as yet another tool to manipulate public opinion,
blaming both Black clergy members and civil rights organizations for inciting violence in
the city.179
In the midst of this political manipulation, Black parents and children remained at the
mercy of the School Committee’s decisions, or the lack thereof. Instead of addressing the
question of overcrowding seriously, the School Committee talked about “putting up
portable classrooms.”180 Brought up at the beginning of August, the solution was
laughable at best, and posed serious problems. Where would these portable classrooms be
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located? Who would be assigned to them? Would children and teachers be able to use
them in the dead of winter when the temperature in Boston can easily fall well under the
freezing point? Seen as an answer to the budget problem, as the construction of new
school buildings seemed out of reach, the portable classrooms were a temporary solution
to a chronic problem. To Ellen, the proposal was ludicrous. She argued that, “it was
political in nature, an attempt to play two ends against the middle, once again, leaving the
parents and children of Roxbury-North Dorchester areas in the middle, receiving the raw
end of the deal.”181 In July, the Globe stated that the Mayor had issued a twenty-nine
million dollar bond in November 1963 as part of a hundred million dollars “crash
program” to revitalize Boston public school structures and build new buildings. 182 Two
years later, not a penny had been spent and no construction was in sight. Instead of taking
responsibility for the issue, Hicks promptly deferred to the School Buildings department
and School Buildings Commission.183 In light of this finding, Ellen’s group felt that that
School Committee was simply “procrastinating in making a decision about the
classrooms.”184
Other ideas had also been shut down by the stalling committee. For the previous two
years, Black parents had looked into the possibility of acquiring vacant Jewish-owned
buildings. As Jewish residents moved to the suburb, temples and schools were left
abandoned. Parents had noticed that one of the Hebrew schools which was located
181
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between two schools that their children already attended. Ellen knew that the School
Committee had voted to purchase the school for $187,000 but that the Boston Municipal
Research Bureau and the Financial Committee had shut down the project. 185 To the
Bureau, the purchase was “ill-considered,” even if it did not need any renovations. If the
Committee could not buy the property, the parents thought that it could lease the
building.186 To them, it was the logical place to consider. It already had a classroom
structure, teachers could be assigned to the same district, and it was located close to the
students whom they wanted to help, hence did not require the School Committee to incur
further expenses for busing.187 If some parents preferred the construction of a new school
to purchasing Beth El School, Ellen argued that the most of them felt that the purchase
“was a very good plan, and a great scheme,” considering the situation.188
“But again, it was an election year,” Ellen explained, implying that political
imperatives justified the stalling. Showing fiscal restraint and no tax increase would
ensure the Committee’s reelection. So did reassuring parents that Black children would
not be relocating to their districts, especially through busing. In July 1965, the decision of
the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeal to set aside the lower court ruling which required the
city of Springfield, Massachusetts, to address the question of segregation fueled the
debate once again.189 Hicks, who claimed to be on “cloud nine” upon hearing the
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decision, stated that she was “delighted and pleased but not surprised by the decision.” 190
The decision justified the Committee’s propensity for procrastination and strategic
stalling in order to maintain the status quo. Several political intrigues, ranging from
patronage to the dismissal of controversial educator Jonathan Kozol, plagued the School
Committee in the following weeks.191
Despite the standstill, Black parents continued to press the issue. “We were energetic,
we were young, and we had babies,” Ellen explained, but “we were able to be out there in
the street, and we were moving around.” This mobility allowed parents to navigate the
different circles in the neighborhood. She explained that, “people were very aware that
there was a movement afoot.” 192 At the time, she could easily feel that there was “a sense
of urgency, a sense of participation, a sense of direction in some ways.” Since the visit of
Dr. King, a younger leadership had emerged and had started to organize.
To some extent, Ellen felt that the parents had a certain advantage over the members
of the School Committee. Ellen explained that, “by and large it was the parents who had
kids who were feeling the pain, as opposed to some designer who were sitting in a room
saying this has to happen because it is the best thing to happen.” They felt that this sense
of purpose allowed for a greater cohesion among the parents and a further motivation to
take action.
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By the end of the summer, the situation reached an impasse once again. The school
committee, as Ellen Jackson and many others recalled, was planning on withholding their
decision on desegregation until November. After all, the School Committee members did
not want to compromise their chances to be re-elected in the November 1965 election.193
In late-August, the committee gave parents their latest proposal. They wanted to divide
children between two sessions, where part of them would go to school in the morning,
and the others would go in the late afternoon and evening.194 Although perhaps sound on
paper, the group felt that the proposal would place an undue financial and time burden on
working parents, especially single mothers, who would need to find alternative child care
solutions for their children. 195 With the help of twenty other parents, Ellen organized a
rally to meet with Nicholas Katzenbach, the Attorney-General of the United States under
Lyndon B. Johnson’s administration, during one of his visits in Boston.196 They wanted to
secure an injunction, in hope that the project would be halted before its
implementation.197
A civil rights defender, Katzenbach proved to be sympathetic to their cause. In 1963,
as Deputy Attorney-General, he had confronted Alabama Governor George Wallace,
when Wallace tried to stop the desegregation of the University of Alabama. Ellen
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explained their situation. “We have done all the things that we feel should have been
done, in terms of going through the channels, presenting positions, presenting petitions,
appearing in person before the School Committee, appealing to the governor, appealing
to the mayor,” she said told the Attorney General, “now, you’re the only person who we
have left to turn to.”198 As she exposed the burden that a double session would place on
the community, the Attorney-General remained attentive. He had been through a similar
situation in his home state of New Jersey where School Committees had also attempted to
institute double sessions to resolve similar problems. Concerned and sympathetic,
Katzenbach ended the conversation with the parents on a note of hope “I promise you
when I get back to Washington,” he said, “I will look into it.”199
Following the meeting, the parents had hoped for a prompt response coming from the
School Committee. Ellen remembered that they “went out of there with [their] chests
sticking out,” convinced that the problem was resolved.200 They imagined that
Katzenbach would talk with the School Committee and make sure that the situation
would be resolved. However, weeks passed and the parent did not hear anything back
from the school committee or from the Attorney General’s office. They “checked the mail
every day, and nothing.” They “looked in the newspapers, and there was nothing.” They
felt let down by the man who had been their last hope. Yet their disappointment only
lasted for a few weeks as they quickly realized that he had helped them initiate the
process which ultimately led to desegregation.
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Although the group did not attribute the subsequent actions to him at the time,
Katzenbach had used his power to trigger a chain reaction in their favor. Community
relations service employees from the Department of Justice began to visit Boston on a
regular basis.201 They asked to meet with the group, to interview parents, and to attend
their organizing meetings. Simultaneously, the School Committee suddenly seemed more
opened to negotiations and quietly abandoned the plan for a double session. Despite this
“detente” between the parents and the school committee, there was still no resolution in
sight. The School Committee did not present the group with any other alternative plan.
The parents knew that they needed to force the School Committee back into action.
The parents had known and had used many forms of protest in the years prior to the
confrontation. With the situation at a standstill, the parents returned to the roots of the
civil rights movement to devise new strategies. “We knew about sit-ins, through the
NAACP actions,” Ellen explained, “we were aware of pickets, because of the young
people in CORE.” Yet these strategies had yielded very few results in Boston. Some
suggested another boycott. Others talked of forming human chains around the schools.
Some thought of taking their children’s seats and occupying their classrooms.202
However, all of these strategies would lead to the same results; their children would be
the only victims, no matter what strategy they used, as they would not receive any
education that day.203 With that in mind, they developed the only viable plan which would
both allow them to protest the school committee decision and for the children to stay in
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school. It was time for their children to have a seat in a classroom, a teacher who “would
last longer than six months,” “some reading equipment,” “some home lessons, and that
all the teachers were not just coming out of a teachers’ college.”204 The answer had been
in front of them all along.

The emergence of the grassroots parents’ movement transformed the civil rights
movement in the city. It represented the community’s desire to participate in the “human
renewal” efforts, launched in the midst of the urban renewal programs. With education as
the great equalizer, Black parents felt that it was crucial that their children receive the
best education possible, in the best circumstances possible. However, the situation in
Boston was far from this dream. The condition of the schools had deteriorated, teachers
turned over at an incredible speed, and predominantly Black schools lacked basic
resources to teach children properly.
Through the politicization of the neighborhood, these parents built upon the
experience of other groups already established in the city. However, they used different
strategies to advance their cause. Using the momentum of King’s visit and of the
publication of the Massachusetts Advisory Committee, they garnered the support
necessary to attempt a community-driven desegregation project. This project, one of the
first voluntary busing programs in the nation, led to other community-based anti-poverty
programs. In this sense, the grassroots organizations filled in the gap left by the city’s
urban renewal projects which had let down its most vulnerable residents.
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CHAPTER 6
“LET’S TAKE THE DAMN KIDS TO THEIR SCHOOL”: BOSTON’S
DESEGREGATION, 1965-1975
“We’d like them there at six-thirty, quarter to seven,” Ellen said to Mrs. Arnold, the
owner of a local bus company. She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was three-thirty in
the morning. If Ellen sent everyone home to get some rest, she, herself, could not fall
asleep. She was excited yet anxious. Little did she know, she had just booked the buses
which would launch one of the most iconic desegregation battles in the nation.1 Yet, this
portion of Ellen’s work is relatively unknown in the scholarly narrative. In fact, most
historians focus on the busing crisis of 1974 itself and on Judge Arthur Garrity’s order to
desegregate Boston’s Public Schools. As a result, these historians build a narrative around
the Irish reaction to the forced desegregation instead of on the grassroots organizing
behind it. This chapter looks into what preceded that story.2
It explores how including the work of Ellen Jackson and Operation Exodus, a
grassroots organization formed in 1965 in Roxbury, changes the narrative of the Boston
busing crisis. It demonstrates how the work of Boston’s Black female activists connects
to community work accomplished in the city since the 1920s. In this light, I argue that
desegregation efforts stemmed from this long tradition of Black working-class female
activism in Boston. Furthermore, the movement for school desegregation also gave a
political space to other women’s welfare rights and social justice organizations working
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at helping Boston’s poorest residents. Including the work of these women in the narrative
of the busing crisis allows us to connect seemingly disconnected time periods and events.
As a consequence, we see for the first time that desegregation was only one piece of a
larger city-wide social justice puzzle.
The work of Operation Exodus, the grassroots parents’ organization which led the
first volunteer busing program in the city, followed a pattern similar to the history of the
Melnea’s Kindergarten Mothers, Lucy Mitchell’s Nursery School, and of Muriel and Otto
Snowden’s Freedom House. The Kindergarten Mothers became a political center in the
community, pushing for equality in the 1920s. In the 1930s, the Robert Gould Shaw
House Nursery addressed issues linked to systemic poverty including children’s physical
and mental health and provided access to social work and other resources to these
children’s extended families. In the 1950s, Freedom House organized programs for the
youth and participated in the city’s urban and human renewal efforts. All of these
organizations monitored race relations and police interactions in the city. In a similar way,
Operation Exodus became the neighborhood center to address issues of poverty,
discrimination, and police brutality. Furthermore, in conjunction with Freedom House,
Operation Exodus launched a radical agenda which affected change city-wide, well
beyond its neighborhood mission. The education advocacy work of Exodus members
ultimately led to the desegregation of Boston’s Public Schools.

In April 1965, upon his return from Vietnam, journalist David Halberstam published
The Making of a Quagmire, in which he argues that the United States had entered the
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conflict through a series of decisions which inadvertently escalated the situation and
forced the country into military intervention. 3 Beyond the fact that the increased
involvement of the United States in Vietnam paralleled the rise of the parents pressure on
the School Committee, Halberstam interpretation of the conflict can serve to analyze the
desegregation crisis in the city. In a similar way, some might argue that the city
“stumbled” into desegregation by accident, rather than as a result of deliberate actions.4
School Committee members had slowed down the desegregation process, refused to
acknowledge the situation in the schools, and erected barriers at every point. The
situation had escalated to the point of explosion by the end of the summer of 1965.
Similar to Halberstam’s claims about the U.S. government and Vietnam, the School
Committee was responsible for its own quagmire.
Until 1965, the School Committee had adopted a policy of avoidance, choosing
inaction and denial instead of confronting the situation. Despite the demands of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the School Committee had
refused to acknowledge that Boston’s public schools maintained de facto segregation.5
Roxbury and Dorchester schools, located in the “Black Boomerang,” were dilapidated,
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lacked resources, and housed more students than their allowed capacity.6 Due to overenrollment, teachers were assigned to temporary locations, sometimes sharing
auditoriums with other classes or school-sponsored activities. In this context, some
children struggled academically and lagged well behind their white counterparts.7
At the beginning of the summer of 1965, parents still pondered over a new strategy
and started to look at the situation in other school districts in the city. In 1964, Dr. Owen
B. Kiernan, the Commissioner of Education of the Commonwealth, had been appointed
by the Massachusetts Department of Education to conduct a study of racial imbalance in
the city. Opposed by the School Committee, Kiernan’s report, published in April 1965,
concluded that Boston schools were indeed segregated. Finding that the city was breaking
the law, Kiernan proposed several solutions which could be enacted quickly on an school
and an systemwide basis.8 In particular, he discussed the open enrollment policy, which
allowed children to enroll in a new establishment, usually outside of their own
neighborhood, as a way to partially resolve the imbalance. Students could take advantage
of this policy if the school had an open seat for the child, and if the parents provided their
child with transportation to their new school. 9 With these two conditions fulfilled, a child
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could be assigned to any public school within city limits. Far from a way to reach full
integration, the report highlighted that this policy was only one possible solution, one
resting mainly on the shoulders of parents. The report sternly reminded School
Committees across the state that they should be the ones taking on the brunt of the
desegregation efforts, as directed by the law. As Roxbury parents looked into the open
enrollment policy as a last resort, hints that other schools did not face the same
overcrowding issues started to “trickle through.”10
According to Ellen Jackson, Roxbury activists and their networks had a tendency to
make things happen at the most unexpected moment. In the summer of 1965, Ellen
received an anonymous phone call. Her informant, whom she never identified publicly,
claimed that they had a copy of the “race census.” In 1964, in the midst of the protests
against the Boston School Committee, Attorney General Edward Brooke had ruled that a
boycott of the schools could be considered illegal. Brooke, the first Black Attorney
General to be elected across the nation, had been the parents’ last hope. Born and raised
in Washington, D.C., Brooke had attended the prestigious Dunbar High School, Howard
University, and Boston University School of Law. In the years prior to the events, he had
supported legislation to promote integration in public housing, supported bills on fair
housing and the Civil Rights Act, and argued for the abolition of literacy tests as a voting
requirement in Massachusetts. Brooke’s race and his record in terms of civil rights led
Black leaders to expect him to support the protests against the School Committee, hence
saw Brooke’s condemnation of the boycott as a betrayal. Yet, Brooke provided them with
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a more powerful tool to fight against segregation. In a written opinion given to the
Commissioner of Education, Owen Kiernan, the Attorney General argued that the
Department of Education was well within its right to conduct a census of the schools in
order to gather data on student enrollment.11 As of 1965, the census had yet to be released
to the public. But Ellen’s interlocutor was quite clear. “Now,” the person said, “if you
ever say who you got it from, we will deny it,” hinting at the fact that their jobs could be
at stake.12
The document gave parents a comprehensive picture of the public school system.
Each school was broken down into facilities, furniture, and equipment. Each listed the
number of rooms, both classrooms and administrative offices, the number of seats, and
the type of equipment available in these rooms. If the school had an auditorium, a music
room, or a sewing laboratory, the report also described how this room was set up and how
many seats it contained. The census also described the student body, breaking it down by
race, gender, age, and grades, and listed the number of students with special needs.13
Consulting the document made Ellen and a number of parents feel like they were
“espionage agents,” as if they possessed national secrets. They hid the census, “carried it
in a brown shopping bag,” treated it like the most precious item one could acquire, and
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entrusted it to a different person every night to continue their research and avoid
suspicions.14
As they compiled the number of available seats in classrooms city-wide, the parents
realized that the situation was much more troublesome than they had previously thought.
At the same time that classes in Roxbury and Dorchester enrolled between thirty-five and
forty-five students, most predominantly white schools listed more than five available
seats. Some, listed as having twenty-seven seats, only enrolled sixteen students. 15 As
parents compiled the census data, the number of empty seats that they discovered grew as
steadily as their anger. Three seats here, four there, ten in another classroom, the numbers
were appalling.16 After tallying approximately thirty thousand elementary school and
sixteen thousand junior and high school seats, Ellen came to a simple conclusion;
overcrowding only affected the schools located in the neighborhoods of Roxbury,
Dorchester, and the South End where Black Bostonians lived.17
With these numbers in hand, the group launched an education campaign to mobilize
other parents. They prepared signs to hang at all points in the neighborhood, “all over all
the agencies, all over the stores, every pole that [they] could find.” “Do you know how
many vacant seats there are in the city of Boston School system?,” these signs asked,
giving parents the numbers that the group had compiled. “Why is your kid sitting in a
classroom with forty-five kids? Don’t you want to do something about that? Do you
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know there is a seat for him in a school somewhere else?”18 They prepared leaflets,
copied them on an old mimeograph machine, and distributed them in the neighborhood.19
They had one idea in mind: inform and mobilize. The numbers spoke for themselves. As
the summer progressed, the message became more forceful. “School is near. Do you want
your kid sitting back in classroom…? Join our group. Join our parents’ council. Join us to
protest this kind of treatment.” “And we kept churning that out, churning it out,” Ellen
added.20
Mobilizing parents, however, took a few weeks and more efforts. Working-class
parents, in particular, wanted to enjoy the last weeks of summer vacation without having
to think about lunches, books, or homework.21 During the summer, they did not have to
think about costly child care either. Older children, who were also home, took care of
their younger siblings and of other children in the neighborhood. Others were at camp
until the day before school started, just as Ellen was when she was a child. As Labor Day
approached, however, the atmosphere changed. During the last week of August, Ellen
received a “sudden surge of inquiries from parents and people.”22 A group of interested
individuals gathered at the office of the Northern Students Movement’s office on Blue
Hill Avenue. From a few parents at first, the group grew to more than forty or fifty within
a few days.23 They met every night of the week, discussing solutions to the issue at hand.
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As days passed, more joined, filling the meeting space on Blue Hill Avenue to capacity.
Quickly, attendees spilled out in the streets, unable to get in the overfilled office.
Members of other civil rights organizations proposed to hook up a sound system so that
those who could not enter the premises could hear activists speaking outside of the
office.24 Word of mouth, with active parents recruiting their neighbors, proved to be the
strongest organizing tool of the parents association.
Historically, grassroots organizations had ebbed and flowed in Boston’s Black
communities. Often organized around a single issue, for example the showing of D.W.
Griffith’s Birth of a Nation in 1915, the vote, or the issue of desegregation in 1965, these
associations recruited from a dedicated base. They were formed to fill a gap in leadership
and spoke to the frustration of Black Bostonians in situations when other associations
failed to deliver. When the NAACP failed to secure the ban against Griffith’s production,
Black women organized to protest the movie and protect their neighborhood. When the
city’s efforts to fight tuberculosis fell short, the Ruggles Nursery School took over,
educating members of the community about the disease. In a similar way, when the urban
renewal efforts failed to take into consideration the most vulnerable residents of Boston,
Freedom House and the Women’s Service Club launched their own anti-poverty
programs. Yet, the rise of these grassroots organizations, which they addressed issues that
other groups had failed to resolve, worried the leadership of professional civil rights
associations such as the NAACP. Similar to the anxiety caused by the actions of the youth
leadership in the 1950s, the parents’ leadership challenged the civil rights hierarchy in the
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city. Ellen explained that, because of their perceived monopoly on the civil rights
movement, leaders of the NAACP, the Urban League, and of Freedom House thought that
they were “the ones that were supposed to be speaking on behalf of the communities,
speaking on behalf of the parents, and the consumers of the black community.”25 As a
consequence, the growth of the parents’ leadership caught them by surprise. “All of a
sudden,” Ellen explained, there was “this little small group of inexperienced amateur
parents coming up here and making these waves, and making these noises.” 26
Tensions between professional and “amateur” civil rights organizations had been
brewing in the city throughout the twentieth century. If professional organizations hired
full-time workers and drew their legitimacy from the city’s civil rights history, their
leaders also capitalized on their socio-economic status to further their agenda. The “race
rebels,” the working-class leaders who, as historian Robin Kelley argues, “have remained
outside of (and critical of) what we’ve come to understand as the key figures and
institutions in African American politics,” challenged this legitimacy in the city.27 To
preserve their position in the city and to maintain their cultural hegemony, leaders of
professional organizations attempted to regain control over the conversation and to
redirect it where they felt it needed to be. Afraid that the parents would eventually “get
themselves in trouble” because they “didn’t know what they were doing,” the NAACP
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leaders called a meeting at the Professional & Businessmen’s Club, an old jazz club
located in the Lower Roxbury neighborhood. 28
Although Ellen did not specify in her interview what gave the NAACP the impression
that the parents would get themselves in trouble, it is possible that the mostly middleclass NAACP leadership looked down on the methods put forth by the poor working- and
lower middle-class parents. After all, their methods lacked the polish and resources that
professional organizations displayed in their campaigns. The NAACP sent invitations for
the meeting at the Professional & Businessmen’s Club to every civil rights organization
except for Ellen’s group. Yet, if the goal was to keep the meeting secret, the NAACP
leadership had once more shown its disconnect from Boston’s reality. The NAACP
leaders should have known that most activists were members of several associations. So,
as soon as the information circulated, Ellen received another phone call, this time to give
her the location and time of the gathering.29
Members of the community did not take this type of marginalization lightly,
especially in a context where neighbors had been fighting to democratize the public
school system. Ellen and her group decided to join the meeting, despite their lack of an
invitation. They walked to Ellen’s friend John Bynum’s place, another civil rights activist
in the city, then made their way to the Professional Businessmen’s Club.30 The parents
listened to the NAACP plan, which involved a lot of the same tactics that the organization
had used for the past two years. They proposed to meet with the mayor again and to
28
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continue to fight on the legal front. The parents “just sat there and let them [the NAACP
leaders] finish.” Ellen was annoyed. John Bynum redirected the conversation, asking the
NAACP leadership if, perhaps, “it would be better to ask the parents,” what they would
like to do since it concerned their children directly. Ellen felt that her friend was acting
like a politician when he turned to her and asked, “do you have anything that you want to
suggest Ellen?” His words pointed to the irony of the situation. “Well, no,” she responded
to his question, “I don’t have anything to suggest, simply because we weren’t invited to
suggest anything.”31 She continued, “it seems to me that whatever you guys have got
planned, you’ve got planned for yourselves, so you do what you want to do.” Feigning
confidence, she claimed that the group knew what their next action would be. As she
turned the conversation around, she invited everyone in attendance to join them at the
Northern Students Movement’s headquarters, so that they could discuss their plan and
figure out what help they would need from the professional organizations. The parents
stood up, said good night, and left the meeting. An hour later, Ellen could not help but
notice that the NAACP leaders “all of them came trottin’ back” to the office.32
Ellen acknowledged that the parents distinguished themselves from previous
generations of activists, not only by their socio-economic status but also by their
backgrounds. Describing themselves as “the Young Turks,” referring to the Turkish
political reform movement of the early twentieth century, Ellen explained that they had
grown up in a better context than their own parents.33 Ellen’s generation grew up in the
31
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North, to Southern parents. For the most part, they did not face the struggles that their
parents experienced in the South. They did not feel threatened by lynching and violence
on a daily basis. The majority had completed a few years in college, if not an entire
degree, and had found better jobs than their parents’ generation. They were young,
boiling with ideas, and impatient to see the world change. Like their younger baby
boomer counterparts, they were idealists, had been arrested before, and had very little
fear of the authorities. Most of these young activists claimed membership in other
organizations, such as the NAACP or the Urban League, but disapproved of the slow
pace at which things were moving. As a consequence, they felt that they had to be the
agent of change. However, even with their intervention, change came very slowly.
Night after night, the parents listened to anyone who wanted to share their experience
and suggestions. Night after night, they felt at a loss as to what their new strategy would
be. More than once, they caught themselves thinking, “now, what the hell are we going to
do?,” as they listened to yet one more person speaking.34 Finally at one of the meeting,
one of the parents had an epiphany. During her interview, Ellen could not remember who
came up with the idea, but she remembered that it was promising. “Damn it, we ought to
do it,” someone spoke. “Let’s take the damn kids to their school.” The idea had been on
the table all along. If considered an individual solution, the open enrollment policy could
also be used as a form of community action. “Motorcade,” one parent said, “get a
motorcade going.”35 The idea began to look feasible. Since they had compiled the census,
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they knew where seats were available in the different schools in the city. The parents
could use the open enrollment policy to take advantage of these seats. They only had to
plan a motorcade, either using parents’ or friends’ car to get the children to their new
schools, at least, “for a couple of days.”
As they started drafting their plan, the parents quickly realized that mobilization
would be key to the success of the operation. They called neighbors and friends, counted
the number of seats available in their cars, and estimated the number of children who
needed transportation. Like their Southern counterparts, they committed their own
children at first, knowing that they would need to lead by example with such a seemingly
crazy plan. Without disclosing the strategy though, they registered more children of the
neighborhood. “We’ve got a plan,” they announced to the parents in attendance the
following night. They remained as vague as possible as they encouraged them to sign
up.36 They made big signs again, this time with a more positive message. The placard
stated that if parents wanted their child to attend “a different school than the school that
he attends at the present time,” they needed to sign them up for the protest. They rallied
Black and allied businesses owners who agreed to collect names for the organization.37
Soon, reporters heard rumors that a plan was in motion and attempted to learn details
about the story. Several journalists tried to attend meetings, without success. Ellen’s
group did not allow reporters in its office under any circumstances. When reporters asked
to attend public meetings, a member of the group would politely escort them outside of
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the premises. The reporters then stood outside of the office, with their pens, paper, and
cameras ready, just in case they could catch even a few words about what was happening.
The parents were not trying to hide anything. They simply counted on the element of
surprise to ensure the success of their plan. They also wanted to avoid any type of
distortion or misinformation. As more reporters showed up at the headquarters, Ellen
accused the other organizations of calling the press, perhaps in an attempt to figure out
the plan for themselves. “We weren’t press seekers, and publicity seekers,” Ellen claimed,
adding though with a laugh, “I mean, we were arrogant as we could get,” “independent
and arrogant,” “and righteous,” “nobody’s as righteous as we were.” “So we never let
them in.”38
As the days progressed, the number of children registered increased exponentially.
Desperate parents signed up for the plan even if they did not know what it entailed. At
this point, they felt that they did not have anything to lose. The discussion was at a stand
still with the School Committee. The children’s schools could not get worse. Any plan
addressing the issue could only improve the conditions for their children. On the
Wednesday after Labor Day, the day before schools opened for the new school year, Ellen
and Betty Johnson, one of the parents who had been involved since the beginning,
accepted Bob Kennedy’s invitation to appear on his show.
Bob Kennedy hosted a popular evening public affairs talk show, “Contact,” on WBZ,
a Boston AM radio station. Kennedy had joined the station in September 1963. Before
moving to Boston, the white New Jersey native had worked with the crew of NBC’s
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“Mind Your Manners” radio show, served in the U.S. Air Force, and worked as a news
reporter in Kingston, Syracuse, and Albany, New York. 39 During his tenure at WBZ,
Kennedy interviewed several civil rights activists. In 1964, he hosted Malcolm X, but
instead of discussing “Negro-Separation and Supremacy” as was previously announced,
Kennedy discussed the leader’s separation from the Nation of Islam.40
Perhaps because of his connections to high profile civil rights activists, Bob Kennedy
understood the importance of the fight against school segregation in his own city.
Reporters had seen Ellen’s numbers and had started to pressure the School Committee for
answers. Governor Volpe, who had signed the Racial Imbalance Act on August 18, also
awaited the School Committee’s next move. The Act had given him a more powerful tool
to force the desegregation of Boston’s schools, as he could ultimately withhold funds to
force the School Committee into action.41 With the election coming in November, the
increased protests, and the accusations of mismanagement, the School Committee
members were walking on thin ice. Upon hearing of Ellen’s interview with Bob Kennedy,
Louise Day Hicks, the School Committee’s chairperson, reluctantly agreed to schedule an
emergency meeting on the same night.42
Ellen wanted to use the radio show as a forum to make a case to force the School
Committee’s intervention. She was nervous and did not know what to expect. As she and
39

“Talk Show Host TV’s Bob Kennedy Dies of Cancer at 41.” Chicago Tribune, November 7, 1974.

40

Manning Marable, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention. (New York: Viking, 2011). 300. Kennedy
interviewed several high profile activists during his tenure as the host of “Contact.”
41

“Brooke Ruling Clears Up Flaw: State Gets Nation’s 1st Imbalance Law.” Boston Globe, August 18,
1965.; “What Happens Now.” Boston Globe, August 19, 1965.; “The Sorry Boston School Picture.” Boston
Globe, August 22, 1965.
42

“Showdown Tonight on Busing.” Boston Globe, September 7, 1965.; “Hub Busing Out—Parents Map
Fight.” Boston Globe, September 8, 1965.
!289

Betty settled into the studio, Bostonians started calling the radio station to ask them
questions.43 These questions gave them an opportunity to sharpen their ideas and to better
explain their position. A few callers asked why “weren’t [their] schools better,”
wondering about the discrepancy between Black and white schools in the city.44 Ellen and
Betty explained that, as a minority in the city of Boston, Black residents did not have
representation. They explained the role of the city authorities, the school committee, the
mayor, the state, and the budget in shaping the politics of education.
During the three hours that Ellen and Betty spent at the radio station, the School
Committee held the emergency meeting to analyze the busing proposal offered in the
Racial Imbalance Act. The Committee planned to vote that night and call the station to
announce the results. The station would then ask the two guests for a response. In the
middle of the talk show, as planned, Kennedy turned to Ellen and Betty with the results in
hand. He began, “Mrs. Jackson, Mrs. Johnson, the decision, the vote’s been taken, the
decision has been handed down.” Anxiety rose in the studio. Kennedy broke the
unfortunate news. The School Committee had voted down the busing proposal, and the
children were to return to their current schools for the upcoming year. 45
The decision, however, had not been unanimous. On one side, Louise Day Hicks and
Thomas Eisenstadt, who had mirrored the chairwoman’s conservative approach to the
issue, had voted against the proposal. On the other, Arthur Gartland and Joseph Lee, the
only Protestant and a descendent of entrepreneur and philanthropist Henry Lee
43
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Higginson, had voted in favor of the proposal. Lee, who had used his family’s prestige in
the city to denounce the situation, had made a plea to his colleagues, arguing that they
would be “making a mistake that [they would] regret” if they did not approve the
proposal.46
His plea received the vocal support of the parents in attendance, even if Hicks and
Eisenstadt had warned them several times “not to applaud speakers or otherwise show
their feelings.”47 When asked about her response, Ellen explained that they had “nothing
except outrage to say at this point.” To Kennedy’s surprise, she added, “We must leave
because we have work to do.”48 “But you promised to stay for three hours,” he
exclaimed, worried that he would lose his guests in the middle of his show. “We are so
sorry, we have work to do, we must leave the station,” Ellen answered, “we must go back
to our community.” Both women stood up in unison, and left the studio. They made it in
time to the School Committee’s office to make a short but powerful statement. In fact,
she explained to the School Committee that “busing and overcrowding were only two of
the things which concerned parents.” 49 She then listed other preoccupations such as an
“outdated curriculum, poor physical conditions, impassive teachers, and many other
conditions.” She then added that she had “many mothers from the Roxbury-North
Dorchester area to back [her] up.” The crowd applauded and Hicks pounded her gravel,
46
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trying to regain control over the assembly.50 As she left the assembly, Ellen called a
meeting of the parents at the Jeremiah E. Burke school, for that night.51
Ellen later realized that she had missed an opportunity to use the radio interview to
further the parents’ agenda. But, on that day, she only had her community in mind. She
needed to recruit as many parents as possible to launch the action. When she arrived at
The Jeremiah E. Burke School, she felt overwhelmed. She had expected between a
hundred and a hundred and fifty parents at the meeting. However, approximately eight
hundred people were already inside the auditorium.52 Some filled the adjacent hallways.
Having heard of the meeting, Boston police officers made their way to the school,
expecting the situation to get heated. As other members of the parents’ group escorted her
to the stage, Ellen became nervous. “Are we really going to do it,” she asked other
parents, uncertain. “Yes,” another mother replied, “people signed up, we gotta go,” to
which she added, “come on, Ellen, you’re the spokesperson.” Ellen had never considered
herself as a spokesperson of any organization.53 As she reached the stage, Marguerite
Sullivan, the Deputy Superintendent of the school district, attempted to stop her to talk
about the situation. Despite Sullivan’s stern warning, to be “very careful” as to what she
would do, Ellen did not listen. The community had created a unified front behind the
children. Years later, she could only remember a few of the lines that she had said that
night. Her message, however, was clear. “All my friends got their kids going, and if you
50
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believe in us and if you believe in our kids, just come on up and sign up, and we’ll get
your kids to school tomorrow.”
In some ways, Ellen was an unlikely spokesperson for the parents movement. Only
thirty, she was the mother of five young children, two of whom were of school age. She
was a really skinny woman, even after her fifth pregnancy. She looked exhausted. Ellen
was a working-class mother, whose husband worked as a “carpet cutter in the day time
and at the Jimmy Fund at night.”54 While his two jobs did not give him a lot of time off,
Ellen argued that her husband was a “good guy who does it for the kids to get a better
break.”55 She had known poverty, first hand, living with her mother for years after her
marriage since the couple could not afford its own place to live.56 With her children
following each other quickly, Ronica in 1955, Darryl in 1956, Cheryl in 1957, Troy in
1960, and Stephanie in 1964, she had not been able to go back to work between their
births. But despite her meager means, she always looked put together during her public
appearances. 57 Yet, this look was not hers. At an awards ceremony in New York, Ellen
explained, jokingly, that the “Roxbury Community,” was well represented,” as “with the
exception of [her] underwear,” and her shoes, “everything else belonged,[…], to
somebody else.” Roxbury women had culled their closets to donate something glamorous
to fit her skinny body. “The hat, the suit, the scarf, the pocket-book, the gloves,” all
54
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belonged to another member of the community, but also all fit together, as did her
community behind her.58
On the night of the meeting at The Jeremiah E. Burke School, however, she looked
“pitiful” according to one of the attendees who later became a close friend. Her
exhaustion and clumsiness showed. Some people in attendance had heard of her, heard
her statement on the radio, read about her in the newspapers, but they had not met her yet.
To them, the contrast could not be more striking. “All I could think of,” her friend told
her a few years later, “when I ever saw you standing, so pitiful, on the middle, on that
stage,” was “that child needs help.”59 “I gotta join.” She had expected to see a “big old
woman,” with all of this “puff-puff noise,” describing the distinction between what she
had imagined and the reality.
As Ellen approached the stage, the audience was already “riled up.” She felt as if her
friends were forcing her to overcome her reluctance to speak by pushing her toward the
stage. When she finally reached the curtain, she realized that Marguerite Sullivan was
standing on the stage as well. “Mrs. Jackson, I must talk to you,” Sullivan said, as she
explained that she was there to announce the results. “You know, I hope you all are going
to be very careful,” Sullivan warned her in a threatening tone, “I don’t know what you are
going to do, but I think we ought to talk about it.” Ellen could not help but point to the
irony. “You had your chance to talk about it,” she replied, “they took the vote, they made
the decision, there’s nothing really to talk about.”60 “Well,” Sullivan began, “I just hope
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you realize that…” Ellen knew that the Deputy Superintendent had been tipped off that
the group was organizing a protest. Yet, she also knew that their plan had been kept
secret, as the School District would otherwise have dispatched someone else. While they
waited for Ellen to arrive, Ruth Batson and the Snowdens gave speeches to prepare the
crowd. Otto was “all riled up,” and encouraging people to stand behind the parents. Ellen
could not hear him clearly but realized that he was calling her onto the stage. “Ellen, you
got to get up there now,” he said to her, “they want you up.” “You’ve got to get up there
and say something,” he added, to which Ellen replied, “you already told them, I don’t
need to go out there.” 61
To Ellen, the meeting was akin to the Southern religious services that she had heard
of through her family. As she climbed onto the stage, Ellen could feel but not see the
crowd. She tried to speak but could not figure out what to say. She remembered thinking
of the plan, but knew that she could not tell exactly what it was about. “I’ve got my kids
going,” she said to the parents in attendance. She felt that she needed to preach by the
example. She added that, “all of [her] friends got their kids going,” and that, if the parents
“believed in [them] and if [they] believed in our kids,” they could “come on up and sign
up.” Ultimately, the group would “get [their] kids to school tomorrow.”62 She later
explained that the moment felt like “an old-fashion revival church.” “After the preacher
has really given this fire and brimstone speech, or sermon,” she explained, thinking of her
as a preacher rallying the crowds, “the deacons come to the tables to collect the money.”

61

Idem.

62

Ibid., 61.
!295

However, this time, the deacons were parents and they were not collecting money; they
were collecting names.
Yet, despite the enthusiasm of the parents who attended the meeting, Ellen remained
skeptical about the plan. She saw those parents “coming down the aisles,” similar to
members of their congregation coming down to the front of the church, and could not
help but think, “where are all these people going?” She had difficulties understanding her
own power to influence members of her community. To her, the situation felt surreal. 63
Parents “were coming up, and signing up, just like they would be putting the dollars in
that church basket.” The meeting ended around eleven o’clock. The six parents, including
Ellen, who had organized the meeting gathered all of the sign up cards and looked at each
other with the same thought in their mind; “what the hell are we going to do,” they
wondered.64 They had to make a decision by the morning as school was starting the
following day.
With two hundred and fifty children registered, transportation posed the greatest
issue. The School Committee had considered, then dismissed, the idea of busing children
to different locations for the past two years.65 Proposed in the Racial Imbalance report
and in bills nationwide, busing appeared to be one of the more robust solutions to
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eliminate segregation and overcrowding in affected cities. However, similar to parents in
New York City or Chicago, some Boston parents, Black and white, had opposed the idea.
Many parents cited the fear that their children would be bused for hours each day to reach
their new school as a reason for their opposition. 66 This fear, however, was unfounded. In
Boston, the “exchange program” proposed to take children to a maximum distance of
three miles from their homes by pairing one imbalanced school with a predominantly
white school to minimize disruptions.67 The real problem in the busing remained racial
prejudice. As Robert L. Carter, the Attorney of the NAACP, argued, “the white
community has been disturbed by talk of bussing Negro children to school, but they are
not really concerned about the bussing.”68 Carter further argued that busing had “always
been a part of American education,” but that, “the whites [were] concerned about what’s
at the end of the bus ride.” What they truly feared was integration.69
To Ellen, the question then became, how to bring the children to the schools without
the support of the School Committee, city, or state government, and with very little funds
available. The parents on the committee only had access to a total of ten or fifteen cars.
One parent put the idea of busing the children back on the table. Ellen could not help but
reiterate the group’s limitations in terms of financial means. Yet another parent proposed
to work around those limitations by appealing to wealthy white civil rights supporters.
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After calling Mary Berger, a supporter whom the group mentioned, Ellen realized that
she had been naive. She had imagined that Berger, a Newton resident, would write them a
check to support the project right away. After all, wealthy white Northern liberals had
financially supported civil rights organizations in the North and in the South through the
years.70 In Boston, wealthy descendants of the abolitionists had long contributed to the
mission of the NAACP, for example.71 But instead of giving the group money, Berger
offered to use her name and her contacts to further their cause. She gave them the name
and phone number of Bette Arnold, one of her friends living in Newton, who owned a bus
company, with simple instructions. 72 Mary told Ellen to call Bette and to tell her about
their situation. While she knew that the group did not have the money in hand at the time,
her reputation would suffice for the time being. If the group could “guarantee her that
[they would] have money for her, and [that they would] be able to pay her,” Mrs. Arnold
would resolve their situation, even on such short notice. It was one o’clock in the
morning, and the children needed to be in school in less than seven hours.73
When Ellen called Bette Arnold, she did not need to identify herself. Arnold, a
“flamboyant” entrepreneur, artist, real estate investor, and all around activist, had seen
70
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Ellen on television that evening.74 Ellen explained the situation. It did not take long for
the logistics to be put in place. They wanted to make their way to the schools before the
regular children began their day. “We’d like them there at six-thirty, quarter to seven,”
Ellen said to Arnold. She quickly glanced at the clock on the wall. It was already threethirty in the morning. They all went home to catch a little bit of sleep, but Ellen could not
rest. She was agitated and anxious. She knew that she had “to get the kids ready to go to
school,” in the morning but that she could not tell them that, “they weren’t going up the
corner to the school.” In fact, she had to “sneak them down to the Exodus
headquarters.” 75
Early that morning, she got up and fixed breakfast for the whole family. Although she
had not slept a wink, she did not feel tired at all. She got the children dressed and ready
for their first day. She took her youngest daughter, Stephanie, to her babysitter and called
a cab. Her children were puzzled. “Where are we going, Mommy,” they asked, unsure as
to why their morning involved a taxi ride. “We’re going to school,” she replied, telling
the driver where to go. At the time, she lived on Fowler Street, in Dorchester, only a mile
away from the Northern Students Movement’s offices. As the driver approached the area,
he could not help but express his discontent. “I can’t go down that way,” he explained.
Ellen wondered, “why can’t you go down Blue Hill Avenue?” “I don’t know,” he
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answered, “Some damn fools have the whole avenue blocked off.” Her daughter laughed.
“That’s you, Ma, he’s talking about.”76
Freedom House, which had given both space and support in the preparation of the
protest, had worked out the logistics of the operation with local authorities. Otto had
contacted the Deputy Commissioner of Traffic for the City of Boston and the Police
Department to have Blue Hill Avenue as well as some of the adjacent streets blocked
off.77 As shiny yellow buses lined up on both sides of Blue Hill Avenue, reporters, who
had learned about the operation, attempted, once again, to figure out what the parents had
planned. Trusted members of the parents’ organization had assigned children, a parent
monitor, and a professional civil rights organizer to each of the five buses. The parent
monitor received a sealed envelope which contained “the name of the school, the name of
the kids who were going to be assigned to that school, the grades that those kids were in.”
They were given the instruction to open the envelopes only after the bus was ready to
leave and its door was closed.
Despite the tensions between them, Ellen had enlisted the help of professional civil
rights organizers to document and monitor the situation. Similar to the role of the
protective league which monitored the interactions of law enforcement officers with
neighborhood residents in 1915, the civil rights organizations acted as legal observers.78
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As the children climbed onto the buses, Louise Day Hicks, the now infamous Boston
School Committee chairperson, came to talk to Ellen. As if to antagonize the situation,
she had come to let the parents know that the children would be refused enrollment by
their new institutions if they did not have a yellow transfer card in hand. 79 Ellen,
however, had heard of a different procedure. In the past, the school district had allowed
parents to find open seats through the open enrollment period. As long as parents
provided transportation, children were eligible to sit in any open seats. “The paperwork,”
Ellen thought, “took place afterwards.”80 But Hicks was insistent. “I should warn you,”
she said, “none of these children are going to be accepted into these schools that you plan
to take them to,” “without the transfer cards.” As she attempted to respond to the
chairwoman, Ellen was interrupted by a parent. The mother, “who had been very silent,
but had been very active, [and] very involved,” intervene by wedging herself between the
two women. “We tried it your way,” the mother said to Hicks, “now we’re trying it our
way.” 81 She turned around to put a stop to their conversation. “Come on, Ellen,” she
added, “we gotta go.” As the confrontation took place, the press attempted unsuccessfully
to get a sense of what was happening. However, they had clearly heard what became the
slogan of the movement; “We’re doing it our way.”82
As she left Hicks, Ellen felt as if the parents were “going off to the battle.” The battle
plan had to be kept secret until every child arrived safely at his or her destination. Even as
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a leader, Ellen was not in the “need to know;” she did not know where her own children
were being sent. Only three members of the group had access to the rosters and had
prepared the envelopes. Ellen was torn. She wanted to go with her children to protect
them, but knew that the organization needed her to be at the headquarters for the day. As
a spokesperson, she needed to coordinate the efforts and to find solutions if “something
went wrong.”83 She was “put in the back room with two phones,” and had “all the
community guys, big guys,” “protecting her.” “If you could get back there, you were a
big-timer,” she explained laughing, referring to the leaders of other professional civil
rights organizations. It was “like going into the Oval Room,” she added, comparing her
security detail to that of the Secret Services restricting access to the Oval Office in the
White House. In the streets, journalists attempted to follow the buses to report on the
operation.
Unsurprisingly, the principals of the target schools had been alerted to the possible
arrival of the children. All four, to hinder the parents’ efforts and discourage them from
attempting to enroll the children, required the appropriate transfer slip despite the
standard practice of filling out the paperwork later.84 Knowing that the parents had not
been able to secure the slips the previous day—schools were not open as they should
have been—principals turned the parents away, sending them back to their child’s
assigned school to get proper paperwork.85 Some parents rushed back, obtained proper
documentation, and returned to the bus, waiting for them. In the following hours, eighty83
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five children enrolled at the E.P. Tileston, Gilbert Stuart, and Kenny Schools, in Mattapan
and Dorchester.86 Fifty children, who had been turned away from the Gilbert Stuart
School, finished their day at one of the Freedom Schools at the St. Ann’s Episcopal
Church in Roxbury.
The concept of the Freedom Schools had been used during the boycotts of 1963 and
1964 in Chicago, New York, and Boston.87 The schools, with the influence of the SNCC,
coupled academic stimulation and civil rights activism. They included “academic
subjects, a cultural program, and political and social studies.”88 In Mississippi, Freedom
Schools offered students a chance to experience academic freedom and a true education.
Noel Day, an educator turned community activist who had called the boycott of Boston’s
schools in 1963, wrote curricula which was used by Freedom Schools in Boston, New
York, and Mississippi.89
Operation Exodus, as it was later called, illustrated the ideology behind the
community effort. At first, Ellen described the campaign as a way to reclaim power over
her own city. She explained that the group’s “strategists were in the back with their maps
and were pinpointing,” “one territory, one taken over,” as they opened up more schools to
enroll the remaining children. Yet, despite the fact that it had the whole city in mind,
Exodus leaders emphasized its origins as a parents’ movement. This emphasis allowed
for the use of a language rooted in their family’s religious traditions. If Ellen compared
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the meeting at The Jeremiah E. Burke School to an “old revival church” meeting, the use
of Exodus as the name for the busing operation could not be clearer. She explained to the
press that parents were “‘casting [their] children out to reap,’” “the benefits, so that they
could come home and sow the oats at home.” 90 Ellen further explained that they “were
giving them a chance to go out and gain whatever they can, and come back to benefit
their community.” The idea led to the use of the term Exodus in its Biblical sense. “That’s
sort of an exodus, because we don’t meant to stay out there,” she explained, “we’re
coming back, we’re coming home.”

The work of Operation Exodus highlights why qualifying Boston’s segregation as de
facto, instead of de jure, is problematic. While no law prohibited Black students from
attending white schools, Boston’s schools authorities had been complicit in maintaining
segregation through the years. As they heard of the Operation, some principals used
creative ways to prevent the enrollment of Black children in their schools. For example
one of them had “unbolt[ed] the seats and the desks” in the classrooms, physically
lowering the number of seats available for open enrollment. Classes of twenty students
could suddenly only take sixteen pupils, with all of the seats already being assigned to
current enrollees. Other rooms had been designated as “storerooms” where all types of
“boxes of materials and supplies,” audiovisual material, and other items were stacked as
to render the room unusable for teaching.91 Others, although empty and with their seats
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properly attached to the floor, had been left vacant under the pretext of not having enough
children or teachers to use them.92
In addition to the manipulation of the physical environment, principals used the
system itself to maintain their schools segregated. Parents and monitors realized that a
large number of elementary students of Hyde Park, West Roxbury, Roslindale, and South
Boston did not attend the schools in which they were enrolled. Instead, these children
attended parochial or private schools at their parents’ expense. By keeping them enrolled
in the public school system, corrupt administrators secured money and peace of mind in
the process.93 When asked about the empty rooms, reserved for these students, the
administrators had the perfect answers. One claimed that it was “the special education
room, and [that] those assignments [had not] been made.” Another answered that “the
teacher hadn’t come back and they hadn’t gotten a permanent assignment for the teacher
yet.”
During the first days of classes, Exodus monitored the situation closely. Some of the
parents realized that, despite having accepted their children in a new classroom, the
teachers and other administrators were “doing all kinds of evil things” to them. Some
segregated their classroom, placing all Black children at the back of the class or at the
front, “facing the whole class, a sea of white faces.”94 If the principal claimed that the
children could not sit in the classroom due to a missing teacher assignment, the parents
would bring their children to the nurse’s room to wait for the “mystery” assignment to be
92
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made. Excuses upon excuses served to justify the status quo and to send Black children
away, proving that school administrators had sanctioned segregation all along while
simultaneously denying its mere existence.
Despite the corruption in place, Black parents persisted in finding empty seats for
their children.95 On the first day, eighty-five students officially enrolled in a different
school. On the second day, more than a hundred joined a new classroom. That day,
Superintendent William Ohrenberger, who had been sympathetic to the parents and had
attempted to propose solutions to the School Committee, released the “first vacant seats
count,” listing more than 8700 empty seats, and 37 empty classrooms across the city.96
The same day, Mayor Collins stated that the city was prepared to pay for busing “to
relieve overcrowding in any section of the city, if busing is requested by the School
Department.” Collin’s statement contradicted Louise Day Hicks’ claims that busing could
not be put in place due to a budget deficit of nearly three hundred thousand dollars.97
In the madness of the operation, however, Ellen felt the unwavering support of her
neighborhood. She explained that “there wasn’t a parent who made the commitment who
wasn’t there with their kid.” Exodus leader had conceived the protest as a temporary
demonstration. “The bottom line for us was a couple days, Thursday and Friday,” Ellen
explained. “We figured Thursday and Friday we could do it,” she added, “and Monday
we were going to be all clear.”98 However, as the day passed, more parents came to the
95

Ibid., 69.

96

“But Bus Problem Looms; Exodus Plan Settles 100 More Students.” Boston Globe, September 11, 1965.

97

Idem.

98

Jackson, 70.
!306

Exodus headquarters to sign up. Exodus did not prevent anyone from registering with the
program. Even white parents, especially of working-class or impoverished backgrounds,
joined the efforts and requested a new space for their children. There was “no restriction
of any kind, or regulation or requirement, or any criteria set up for a child not being
accepted in Exodus at that time.” On the contrary, the operation aimed to democratize
education across the city. When Exodus ran out of spaces on the buses, “a lot of suburban
fair housing people and those human relations groups from the Lexingtons and the
Arlingtons” joined the operation, “volunteering their cars, saying ‘I can take eight kids to
a school, just tell me where the assignment is.’”99 Once their group reached their
destination, they came back to pick up more children.100 Day in and day out, buses filled
with children lined up in the morning, and returned with their passengers at the end of the
afternoon.
Soon, though, money became an issue for the organization. Exodus leaders had
officially requested the funds that Mayor Collins had promised on the first day of the
operation. Some parents feared that, by the following week, the organization would run
out of money, forcing nearly three hundred children to go back to their previous
establishment for lack of transportation. 101 But before Ellen even had time to think about
soliciting parents for donation, residents of the neighborhood came to the rescue. “The
first person who came in to give us five dollars in an envelope was a little, small, slightlybuilt, black man from the community, and walked in and laid down on the desk,” she
99

Idem.

100

Ibid., 70-71.

101

“Long, Hot Fall At Hub Schools.” Boston Globe, September 12, 1965.
!307

recounted, announcing that he wanted to give them “a small donation.” He promptly
added that he was proud of the organization and knew that they would need the money.
Another person, Lenny Roxsmith, “went up and down to all the merchants on Blue Hill
Avenue,” and solicited donations for the organization. That afternoon, Roxsmith collected
close to five hundred dollars. 102 Exodus’s early fundraisers resembled the “tin cup”
fundraisers led by Black grassroots organizations in the 1920s and the 1930s, in which
they received small amounts from residents of the neighborhood.103 “People were sending
in two-dollar donations, and three-dollar…,” Ellen explained. In the Globe, she stated
that parents often could not afford the expense but had taken upon themselves to giving
money, “to keep Operation Exodus alive until the School Committee agrees to assume its
responsibility.”104 No donation was turned down. After all the buses cost an average of
$3,750 a month.105 Supporters reached out beyond the boundaries of the neighborhood.
Peggy Lamson, a white essayist, playwright, and biographer, collected over $5000 for
Operation Exodus. To further support the cause, she wrote articles in the Globe and in the
Boston Magazine, and proposed a phone campaign to raise more money. Volunteers came
from the suburbs and from New Hampshire to give a hand. They organized a formal
event at the Armory at the corner of Arlington Street and Columbus Avenue. At the event,
“league-women” helped to “decorate the tables, and put favors, and information and
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envelopes for people.”106 Young women, nicknamed the “Exodettes,” walked around
during the event, selling Exodus buttons for a dollar a piece. At the end of the evening,
the group had collected nearly seven thousand dollars. Other merchants supported the
cause by providing Exodus with goods such as stationary, office supplies, or other articles
that the organization needed.
The number of students who registered for the operation grew steadily. From the
initial two hundred and fifty students who registered in 1965, four hundred and twentyfive joined Operation Exodus in 1966, and six hundred the following year. This number,
however, did not include all of those who had transferred schools on their own.107 A
number of parents began to drive their children to school, pulling away from the bus
service, which they no longer needed once their children were established.
The busing operation under Exodus had shown that desegregation could be attempted
in a calm and orderly fashion.108 As a reporter for The Harvard Crimson argued,
“Operation Exodus has provided important lessons for the present and the future.” Not
only did Exodus resolve part of the issues the School Committee should have addressed,
it also “demonstrated that busing large numbers of Negro children into white schools
does not lead to riots and mass withdrawals.” Speaking to the concerns raised by Louise
Day Hicks and the members of the School Committee, the Crimson highlighted the fact
that very few parents removed their children from the target schools upon Black
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children’s enrollment. The voluntary busing solution, however, only addressed a small
portion of the issues. As of October 1965, forty schools remained predominantly nonwhite schools. The numbers changed very little in the following years. The voluntary
busing did not address the widespread issues of achievement gap, lack of resources, and
decrepit facilities. It overall only helped a minority of Black students gain the education
that they deserved, and allowed the city to maintain segregation in the Public School
system.
The following years brought more of the same for Black parents of Roxbury and
Dorchester. In 1966, the State of Massachusetts founded the Metropolitan Council for
Educational Opportunity, a grant-funded voluntary program based on the Exodus
methods, to bus more children out of under-performing schools to other schools in the
area. Also thought as a short-term program, METCO only supplemented the efforts of
Exodus. In 1967, Exodus had to cap the number of students that it could transport to 950
since they did not receive the $18,000 federal grant that they were awarded the previous
year to support the program.109 In September 1968, pressed by financial issues, Exodus
sued the School Board to force it to take on the burden of busing.110 Reminding the Board
of its responsibilities under the Racial Imbalance Act, Exodus had hoped to free some of
their funds to address the situation in predominantly Black schools. The school district
still used portable classrooms to address the question of overcrowding.
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From 1967 on, however, the tide turned and the racial climate deteriorated rapidly.
Black students increasingly met white hostility in the North End, South End, and East
Boston neighborhoods, where working-class Italian and Irish Catholics lived.111 Ellen
released a statement as Exodus leader claiming that, the “issue of racial imbalance is not
of prime importance.” While some saw her statement as a change in priority, it simply
reiterated what Exodus leaders had been saying all along. Integration had not been the
goal of the organization; improving educational opportunities had been the mission of
Exodus all along. A majority of parents agreed with Exodus. They did not like to send
their children away to white schools but did not have a choice.112 Exodus leaders heard
them loud and clear. It was time for the organization use its position to extend its mission
to the neighborhood.

Similar to Freedom House or the Kindergartener mothers before them, Exodus
leaders expanded the organization’s mission beyond its initial vocation. “We began to
find ourselves a little involved in a lot of things,” Ellen explained, “but still basically
around the child, around the youth.” 113 Parents asked for help to find tutors or a summer
programs for their children. Soon, they ran “summer programs, camp programs,
overnight programs.” They received a “grant one time from the Globe to run an
apprentice program with kids.” As a result, the organization finally had its very own
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children-led newsletter. 114 Ellen argued that “if you do something half way right then
people begin to rely on you to know where to go get other kinds of services.” 115 Like its
predecessors, Exodus provided referrals to other neighborhood and city resources.
One can argue that the expansion of Exodus’s role in the community mirrored the
emergence of Black power in the city of Boston. In December 1966, a white reporter of
the Boston Globe, Janet Riddell, tracked down Stokely Carmichael, a leader of the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, during a visit in Roxbury. The previous
June, Carmichael had articulated the modern concept of Black Power at a meeting of the
SNCC. To him, the movement was a unifying power which combined racial pride and
socio-economic independence. As Riddell attempted to understand his contribution,
asking the leader “what is Black Power,” Carmichael “answered with an impatient glare,”
pointing toward the young Bostonians organizing a “‘Pitch-a-Penny’ game” on the street.
“Ask them,” he told her, “they know.”116 If the concept had divided the civil rights
movement, the reporter felt that it had been “accepted with relatively little dissension” in
the city. Grassroots organizing, in terms of its “unity, self-help, and community
mobilization,” had been an example of the ideology in Boston since the 1910s. As
Reverend Virgil Wood, who had organized Dr. Martin Luther King jr.’s March in 1965,
stated, Black Power was “the Negro standing up and saying he’s going to decide how he
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can best solve his own problems.”117 It called upon self-determination and agency as its
central tenets.
In this sense, Exodus’s critiques speak to the concepts articulated by Carmichael. In a
report, entitled “A Bird’s Eye View from Within – As We See It,” Exodus leaders
highlight the community’s difficulties in focusing its energy. “It has been our experience
over the years,” the report explains, that, “unfortunately some of the programs that really
signify community involvement, planning, and implementation are much too
overlooked.”118 These programs, the report continues are “truly representative of the
kinds of things that people talk about funding, but never do.” Instead, the greater part of
the funding available “goes into the administration of programs run by and geared from
the misconception and ideas of people on the outside looking in.” As a result, Exodus
considered these programs an “almost total waste,” of time, energy, and funding.
Speaking to the idea of agency, the report stated that, “in a community that is aware of
and capable of planning for solutions to its needs,” “this [is a] frustrating waste, one, we
hope to see soon come to an end.”119
As a response, Operation Exodus articulated its organizing strategy following the
models adopted earlier in the century, and in line with the concept of Black Power.120
Exodus leaders emphasized their primary commitment to busing, a commitment that they
saw as “binding,” “one which we will keep as long as they feel it is necessary.” To this
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commitment, they added more services to the youth, for example through one-on-one
tutoring. Like Freedom House and Lucy Mitchell’s Nursery School, they provided help to
parents in finding “child guidance” and “legal aid, health, welfare” referrals. They also
assembled a team of “psychologists, psychiatrists,” and university students to test
students and detect difficulties early on.121
In addition, Exodus’s Investigation Department, directed by a team of parents,
continued the work that Muriel and Otto Snowden had started with the Home and School
Association in the 1950s. In fact, the Investigation Department “help[ed] to bridge the
gap and inadequacies of the Home and School Association, and communication in
general between parents and the schools.”122 Furthermore, the department aimed to help
“particularly in instances where the child has a problem or trouble.” After the publication
of Death at an Early Age in 1967, parents grew concerned about their children’s safety
and discipline in the schools. Although the topic is not broached in newspapers on a large
scale, the Globe questioned the vague “maze of rules” governing the administration of
corporal punishment in Massachusetts schools. 123 Newspapers published more articles
after a Somerville teacher allegedly hit a 15-year-old student after the student struck him
first.124 The school fired the teacher, triggering questions on how to handle juvenile
delinquents. Sadly, the questions had been asked because both parties were white.
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Kozol’s description of excessive discipline of Black students did not raise an eyebrow in
the mass media.
In March 1967, Exodus secured a $70,000 federal grant which supported the program
and helped launch a large scale research project.125 The project, ran “jointly by Exodus
and Dr. James Teele at the Harvard School of Public Health,” sought to understand the
effect of busing on the students enrolled in the program. The Exodus study mirrored the
Ruggles Nursery School’s research projects launched in the 1930s, where social scientists
studied the effect of early education on the children.
Finally, like Freedom House years earlier, Exodus offered recreational programs to
the neighborhood youth. The “Cultural Enrichment program” allowed approximately 300
children to go to museums, concerts, and plays, on field trips, and to learn from
extracurricular activities. Run by Exodus fathers, the Youth program also provided
children with sports such as “basketball, softball, football, and volleyball leagues.”126
Similar to the difficulties that Muriel and Otto Snowden, Exodus worked with limited
funds. Although, the leaders “would enroll more children,” the report said, they could not
“handle more on their present budget.” Resources were scarce in the neighborhood and,
as many others stated previously, these resources were stretched to the limit.
If most of Exodus work remained focused on education and youth, leaders understood
that as long as the community lacked economic opportunities, it was bound to stagnate. In
this sense, they expanded the mission of the organization to include community economic
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development. In line with Freedom House’s work during the urban renewal of the 1950s,
the Grove Hall Community Development corporation “involve[d] individuals and
agencies primarily from the Blue Hill Avenue area, but also from other parts of the Negro
Community.”127 Like the work of its predecessor, “the job of this group [was] to pull
together the various kinds of resources in the community.” However, it added an aspect
only seen in the first quarter of the century with the foundation of the food cooperative.
The Grove Hall Community Development corporation “channel[ed] some energy into
economic ventures that will support the social service agencies currently active in the
area.”128 Exodus solicited the input of members of the neighborhood through the
“Community Participation Programs,” as it considered community input and agency as
the basis of the development of a safe and healthy neighborhood.129
By 1967, Exodus had positioned itself at the center of neighborhood activism. It had
opened its headquarter to community patrols, “served as headquarters for the press, as a
part-time medical center and as a communication center for community police
dialogue.”130 This expanded mission placed Exodus in a privileged position to work with
“organizations such as New England Grass Roots Organizations (N.E.G.R.O.), Boston
CORE, New England Development Corp, American Friends Service Committee, Blue
Hill Christian Center, Boston N.A.A.C.P. And the Mass. Council of Churches,” to
investigate the riots which took place in the city from June 2nd to 5th, 1967. These riots
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followed protests by the Mothers for Adequate Welfare, a Boston-based welfare group,
whose members sat-in at the welfare office to protest the poor treatment received from
welfare officials. The protests of the mothers triggered a “bloody melee” which
ultimately led to three days of riot in Roxbury.
Yet, the Mothers for Adequate Welfare (MAW) did not intend to trigger the riots in
the first place. On Friday June 2nd, the biracial delegation of the MAW arrived at the Blue
Hill/Grove Hall Department of Welfare Office in Roxbury, around 3:10 pm, for their third
attempt in eight days to denounce the situation. 131 As they arrived, they requested an
audience with City Welfare Director Daniel J. Cronin. A few minutes later, college
students, supporting the mothers’ cause, joined the protesters outside of his office.132
More than an hour later, MAW leaders had yet to hear back from Cronin’s office. To
pressure the administration into action, the members of the delegation entered the
building and used bicycle chains to lock the doors from the inside and the outside,
preventing anyone from entering or exiting the premises. Police officers already on site
attempted to cut the chains to no avail, calling for reinforcement as the situation
escalated. Around 4:30, Cronin was finally made aware of the situation when one of the
welfare office employees, Katherine McNeill, suffered a heart attack. At 4:55 pm, nearly
thirty officers arrived at the Welfare office. As they attempted to break the chains locking
the doors, police officers claimed that they were “set upon by demonstrators and
interfered with,” later even adding that they had been “assaulted.” Five minutes later, the
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MAW delegates asked to speak to Cronin who had just arrived at the scene. He agreed,
but only if they allowed him to come inside the building. As the mothers insisted on
keeping their advantage inside the building, the situation reached a breaking point.
What could have been a calm discussion, leading to the resolution of the mothers’
complaints, quickly deteriorated? Instead of allowing Cronin to discuss the concerns of
MAW delegates, police officers broke into the rear windows of the building to evacuate
the state employees locked inside their own workplace.133 By six o’clock, firefighters set
up ladders on the side of the building to allow workers to escape. Less than a half-hour
later, “a score or so of policemen; armed with billy clubs and riots helmets moved into
the reception hall,” charging the front doors. What happened after these events is laced
with mystery. One article mentions that, “skirmishes erupted inside and outside of the
building,” and that, “arrests were made, as police hauled demonstrators out of the
building.”134 Another reported a slightly more violent and more graphic intervention.
“The police” according to the Harvard Crimson, were “‘wielding billy clubs and shouting
‘kill'em’” as they tried to disperse the “group of demonstrators who had gathered in front
of the doors.” Another unit, which had stood by, waiting, “clashed with another group [of
protesters] who attempted to join those in front of the doors.” The third group of officers
“broke through the crowd outside to reach the entrance.” “In the shuffle,” the Crimson
ended, “police crashed through the glass doors.”135
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Although the standoff ended shortly after the police intervened, the situation was far
from over. As they cleared the building, police officers proceeded to arrest the
demonstrators. Many were beaten and “thrown into paddy wagons.” One of the mothers,
who was already outside, yelled, “they’re beating our people in there.” In the following
hours, the situation deteriorated as vandals and arsonists destroyed private property; they
broke store windows and set buildings on fire. Violence against residents of the
neighborhood continued through the night. At 2:30 am, almost twelve hours after the sitin began, police fired “60 to 100 rounds of gunfire over heads of crowd of 200” in the
Intervale Street and Blue Hill Avenue area. Roxbury, which had been a relatively quiet
neighborhood until the confrontation, had broken the myth of Boston being “almost
unique among Northern city” as it “had experienced no riots or other racial outbreaks”
until then.136
Due to the outburst of violence during the confrontation, the MAW’s demands were a
second thought to most newspaper reporters, who had been more interested in the
violence than in its cause. Founded in 1965 by Black and white mothers, the Mothers for
Adequate Welfare emerged as a grassroots organization to demand more accountability
and agency for “the poor,” on “what goes on and what is gone in and for their
community.”137 Prior to the foundation of the organizations, mothers had voiced
grievances individually. So far, “red tape” had hindered their progress.
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The Mothers for Adequate Welfare was one of the first organizations to fight for a
fairer welfare system nationwide. 138 Like Melnea Cass, Muriel Snowden, and Ellen
Jackson, Doris Bland was a community activist. 139 A mother of seven, she had founded
the Boston branch of MAW by recruiting other welfare recipients who shared the same
plight. Most of them were Black mothers who lived in the Roxbury and Dorchester
neighborhoods and who sent their children to school, every morning, with the Exodus
buses. They lived in dilapidated apartments, some without indoor plumbing. Most lived
under the constant scrutiny of social workers who decided of their fate.
In June 1966, Bland and her group had organized a march to protest the ill treatment
that they received from the Welfare Department. That morning, Mothers and their
children, “some in pincurlers and sandals,” walked to the State House, “as part of a
nationwide protest against welfare procedure.”140 If the newspapers later used the image
of the pin curlers and sandals to “disparage” the marchers, one can easily see the
discrepancy between the women’s needs and the reality of welfare recipients in the
women’s appearance.141 Most welfare programs listed “essential items,” which a woman
should have, making anything off the list a luxury. Any deviation from the program
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required a lengthy approval process which often led beneficiaries to forego of the item
requested instead of going through the humiliating process.
Like the NAACP during the fight against segregation, MAW leaders had attempted to
go through the “proper channels” in order to voice their demands. Since Welfare was
under the jurisdiction of the city instead of the state in 1965, MAW leaders met with city
officials to discuss the issues. When their demands were not met, they appealed to the
Governor and the Attorney-General to help resolving the situation. 142 Governor Volpe
listened but proposed a different solution. He would help them, but only if they helped
him pass a legislation in which the state would take over the city welfare system.
Constance Lew of Brockton, a welfare recipient who spoke for the organization,
remained unconvinced. “Don’t you understand,” she responded to the governor, “that
honey has been used and somebody got stuck in it.”
Like their civil rights counterparts, they also appealed to the Attorney-General, in the
hope of getting him involved in addressing their demands. However, Brooke was not on
site that day. He had been attending a ceremonial signing. Determined to talk with him,
the mothers waited in “Brooke’s air-conditioned office,” which “overlook[ed] the Boston
Common.”143 Influenced by the civil rights movement, they sat patiently, singing “We
Shall Overcome,” as they awaited Brooke’s arrival. His staff, nervous about a possible
sit-in, passed around “coffee, Coke and sandwiches” to the mothers. When Brooke finally
arrived, a MAW delegate voiced the organization’s demands.144 Overall, MAW wanted
142
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clarity, equity, dignity, and agency. They wanted the city to clarify welfare regulations
and to print the rules in both English and Spanish, to make them available to all welfare
recipients.145 They demanded equity in the administration of the rules and regulation,
instead of the allocation of resources at the will of the social workers employed by the
Department. 146 They wanted increased rent allowances, as the cost of rent was well above
the allocation that they received for most neighborhoods in Boston.147 They also wanted
to make a better life for their children. In this sense, they demanded better child care, help
to “become independent from welfare,” through “job retraining, incentives toward
returning to work,” or the permission for them or their older children to work for a certain
number of hours without seeing their benefits cut.148 The mothers demanded better
treatment from the welfare office. Some claimed that, “their checks were cut off without
notification or investigation,” leaving them without an income to support their families.
Others stated that the social workers “were hostile to them and that the police ‘pushed
them around’” when they went to welfare offices.149 They wanted to be teated with
respect and dignity. In this sense, they wanted private interviews when their case was
investigated.150 Finally, they wanted to be part of the solution and of the decision making
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process. Specifically, they asked to be represented on the Welfare Board of Appeal, and in
other decision making instances. 151
If the situation was dehumanizing to the white mothers, Black mothers suffered
doubly from the system’s shortcomings. The double burden of being Black and a woman
meant that they had access to limited economic opportunities. Some, especially those
who had grown up in the South, had received a very limited education. Since 1965,
however, civil rights leaders had developed several initiatives in Roxbury to alleviate
their difficulties. Reverend Virgil Wood’s Opportunities Industrial Center trained 23,000
“underemployed or unemployed” residents of Roxbury, Dorchester, and the South End
and help them find jobs. The Action for Boston Community Development also offered
training programs for migrant and welfare women but could not supply to the demand
either. Many more residents were under or unemployed at the time, and young babyboomers had begun to join the workforce in greater numbers.
At the end of August 1966, Governor Volpe propose a Five-Point Welfare Plan, which
only addressed part of the mothers’ demands. His plan increased welfare funds, promised
more clarity and transparency regarding the rules and regulations, improved the
administration of court-ordered support payments, increased the income exemption to
$150 a month, and proposed to develop better child care for welfare recipients. 152 In
addition, Volpe proposed to create a “unpaid 15-man statewide advisory board of persons
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who have demonstrated notable interest and continuous concern in the area, or who have
professional or other special experience” to help the state with its welfare reform.
Volpe’s bill advanced the idea of both centralizing and decentralizing welfare
simultaneously. If welfare could fall under the state’s jurisdiction, it would administer its
programs through local offices, each under the supervision of a local board, formed of
professionals, community leaders, and welfare recipients.153 Volpe’s proposal gave hope
to the mothers, who had feared that William F. Lally’s retirement and the arrival of Daniel
J. Cronin as head of the city’s welfare system would require them to start all over
again.154
If the protests of the MAW launched a discussion about and a reform of the welfare
system, the situation did not change much in Roxbury. As November approached, some
of the welfare women faced a difficult choice. How would they afford food for the
holidays? MAW supporters marched again, this time, asking for “an extra food allotment
for both Thanksgiving and Christmas.”155 Boston’s poor families had usually received a
turkey from the Salvation Army. The organization, however, changed its policy in 1966.
Instead of giving turkeys to those in need, notwithstanding their sources of income, the
organization’s leadership decided that it would only “distribute turkeys to needy persons
not on welfare.” 156 Despite the demands of the MAW that the city welfare “issue food
checks to all dependent mothers and not to deduct this money from the regular welfare
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checks,” Cronin remained impassible. In response, he stated that, “as always, there are
cases which deserve special consideration.” However, he was clear that, “these cases
should be dealt with on an individual basis,” with each mother’s social workers who
would decide if the food allotment was to be given or deducted from the recipient’s
check.157 His response confirmed MAW’s fear. Nothing had really changed in the city
and, on the following months, discord between city authorities and local agencies
increased. The city cut several programs helping poor children.158
At the time of the riots, in June 1967, the situation had reached a breaking point. The
protests had begun on May 26, but, as the Globe notes, “no one paid any attention.” 159
The silent sit-in had simply been ignored by Boston’s news outlets. On June 1st, they
conducted another silent sit-in which garnered the same lack of attention, despite the
mothers staying overnight in the welfare office. Their demands were similar to those
articulated previously. This time, however, the mothers suggested corrective measures
that the city could implement. For example, they demanded that women could not denied
benefits based on “hearsay evidence or before charges against a recipient [were]
proven.”160 The city could also develop “an affidavit system under which a woman could
qualify for benefits pending investigation of her case.”161 In order to accommodate
welfare recipients, they demanded “day-long availability of welfare workers,” “a policy
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of politeness and respect to recipients,” and a quicker decisions process, “with no red
tape.”162 In order for the welfare offices to feel like a safe space, they demand that police
officers be removed from the building. To lift the stigma attached to welfare benefits,
they demanded that women and their grown teenagers be able to work without seeing a
deduction of their benefits.163 But most importantly, they demanded accountability and
agency, through the creation of a “committee with at least half the membership made up
of welfare recipients” which would have the power to overrule decisions, especially in
urgent cases.164 Finally, they demanded Cronin’s resignation, as they found him to be
hostile to the beneficiaries he had vowed to serve.

Yet, from this account, some questions remains. Why did the situation, considering
the context and the demands become so explosive that the neighborhood endured three
days of violence and vandalism? How does this violence relate to the activism in place in
the city? Finally which role did Exodus play in the fight for welfare rights?
In some ways, one can attribute the escalation of the situation to the complete
disregard of city authorities for its Black and poor residents. Following the sit-in, welfare
employees spoke of the difficult conditions in which they were required to do their work.
Most caseworkers agreed with the protesters to some extent; “conditions here are terrible
for us,” one explained, “and worse for the clients.” 165 One of the workers, Jessie Herr,
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had even planned to quit her job prior to the protest. She had come to the difficult
decision for many reasons. The offices were “overcrowded, understaffed, case loads
[were] high, budgets [were] inadequate, and social worked bogged down with paperwork,
releases, and forms to fill out.”166 She stated that, “checks have sometimes been cut
without notice,” not because of the workers ill-will, but “because social workers lack
clerks to help do necessary paper work.”167 Clients had to wait for hours prior to seeing
their caseworker. The police officers, assigned to the office, only added to the already
tensed atmosphere.
If Cronin and Mayor Collins agreed to look into the situation, they both made very
little effort to give the impression that they were genuinely concerned.168 Similar to the
School Committee during the fight against segregation, Cronin did not listen to the
mothers demands and delayed meeting them to resolve the situation. Adding to the
feeling that he did not hear the plight of the poor mothers, he conveyed his responses
through the press instead of directly to the representatives of the MAW. Furthermore,
meetings between delegates of MAW and city officials were to be held at the Mayor’s
office, downtown Boston, instead of in Roxbury where most recipients lived.169 Since
most recipients could not afford a car or transportation to the Mayor’s office, the location
of the meetings became a symbol of the city’s lack of understanding of the situation.
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More importantly though, the circumstances surrounding the meetings angered
Roxbury residents. In fact, the mayor and other city officials had invited civil rights
leaders to the table. The gesture could have been perceived as an olive branch by opening
the floor to those whom the city considered to be the most affected. However, the choice
of speakers proved to be a mistake. For example, at a meeting on June 4th, “Kenneth I.
Guscott, president of the Boston Chapter, NAACP; James Bishop, secretary of the
Governor’s Committee for Interracial Relations; Sandord Kowal, legislative chairman for
the Massachusetts Chapter, Americans for Democratic Action; John Cort, director of the
Commonwealth Service Corps; and Ton Williams of St. Mark’s Social Center, Roxbury,”
were invited to the table.170 Since the problem of poor, sometimes single, mothers’ access
to welfare was at the center of the debate, why would the city invite a group of mostly
middle-class men, who could not be further from the issue, to the table? In which
capacity would these men speak?
As Exodus leaders pointed out, the question of agency was at the center of the welfare
debate. Explaining the root of the problem, the report on the riot stated that, “at the top of
the list you will find the Urban Renewal Program, the Anti-Poverty Program, and the
New Model Cities Program, all which seem to contribute to the frustration and discontent
which exploded in our community.”171 To the leaders, the explosion of violence was
definitely foreseeable. A number of parents had already told the Exodus leaders of their
discontent with the welfare system and asked for Exodus’ support in the case. The
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community’s interactions with the “lesser officials such as the Welfare Department and
members of the School Committee,” only increased the discontent “through their refusal
to allow the growth of community development through grass-roots community control.”
Exodus leaders were clear as to what could ease the tensions. Using all capital letters,
they stated in the report that, “THE TENSIONS THESE THINGS HAVE CAUSED
WILL NOT BE EASED UNTIL PEOPLE FEEL THE COMMUNITY BELONGS TO
US, THAT THE ECONOMIC POLITICAL AND SOCIAL POWER WE SEE AND
LIVE WITH IS WITHIN OUR GRASP.” By taking to the streets, the leaders explain, the
community demanded that this power returned to them. After all, this type of agency had
been part of the fabric of the American system since the foundation of the country. “The
day is coming,” the report concluded, “when we will not be ostracized, demoralized,
chastised, and de-humanized for wanting the same freedoms that are here for others.”172
For the next three days, violence plagued the streets of Roxbury, leading three state
legislators to ask Governor Volpe to declare Roxbury a “disaster area.”173
In the end, the protests forced the city to take Roxbury welfare recipients seriously.
After three days of violence and destruction in the neighborhood, authorities finally
conceded that, “public assistance recipients should have a choice in making decisions
affecting them.”174 On the same day, the Mayor acquiesced to another demand of the
Mothers for Adequate Welfare and removed all uniformed police officers from the
welfare office. However, he asked plainclothes officers to remain in post, concerned that
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the violence might continue. The Board modified welfare regulations so that women
could be allowed to work part-time jobs and to keep up to $65 a month, while still
receiving full benefits from the Aid to Families with Dependent Children. Children and
teenagers were also able to keep part of their earnings—children could keep up to $50 a
month with a maximum of $150 per month per family, while teenagers could keep all of
their income from Neighborhood Youth Corps jobs where they earned $1.25 an hour. 175
In addition to the improvement of the benefits and the removal of officers from the
office, the events of June 2nd and of the following days, transformed the ways in which
recipients interacted with the welfare office. Instead waiting for two or three hours, one
recipient reported that her “social worker saw [her] in 20 minutes today.”176 The office, in
fact, was extremely quiet, perhaps because of the events of the weekend.
As Exodus leaders noted, though, the welfare protests were only the tip of the iceberg
and only one aspect of the residents anger and frustration. Dirty streets, an issue going
back many decades, still plagued the neighborhood. 177 Abandoned buildings, rubbishfilled vacant lots, and ran-down property contributed to the perceived deterioration of the
neighborhood. If some organizations had hoped to secure opportunities for Roxbury
residents, banks limited their reach by refusing to lend money for private initiatives in the
neighborhood. Yet, these geographical boundaries did not stop them from lending money
to “mammoth supermarkets and chain stores” which “spr[u]ng up in the community with
lower prices and greater selectivity of products,” injuring small Black merchants who
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sold locally.178 The list of grievances grew longer and longer; “ancient and unclean
schools, lack of jobs, poor housing, disrespect from police and inadequate police
protection, handbag snatching and housebreaks, and attitude of indifference from city
official, lack of recreation facilities and dry streets, and lots filed with rubbish,” were
only a fraction of the issues raised by the neighborhood organizations.179 Roxbury
residents wanted to be treated with respect and dignity notwithstanding their economic
status.180
Still, the community did not explode because of these difficulties but because of the
pervasive feeling of helplessness, especially among the younger residents of the
neighborhood. One young man, who was old enough to sport a goatee, explained his
point of view. “Yeah, we’re angry,” he said. He had just taken a shiny gold watch from a
store that he had looted. “Why don’t I live out in Brookline or Newton?” he asked,
pointing out the injustice. “Why don’t I live in a great big house?” “Why don’t I win any
contests.” “I’m going to throw bricks until winter,” he finished, “and when winter
comes, I’m going to throw snowballs.”181
The violence did not seem to surprise the elders who had spent their lives in the
neighborhood. The young man’s perception mirrored that of other young residents. A
young woman argued that while she could not “condone the violence,” she also could not

178

Idem.

179

“Welfare Gripe One of Many.” Boston Globe, June 6 1967.

180

Idem.; “A Bird’s Eye View.” 7.

181

“‘Yeah, We’re Angry’ Says Boy; ‘Not Surprised,’ says Oldster.” Boston Globe, June 6 1967.
!331

“condone the exploitation that goes on in this community.”182 “People are paying $85 and
$90 a month for their rent for unheated apartments,” she explained adding that, “food
costs more in Roxbury,” “telephone and fast deposits here are higher.”183 “How often are
our streets cleared,” she asked, “when is our trash picked up?” “Instead of going on their
vacations,” she suggested, “those suburbanites ought to come down to Roxbury for a
Summer to see how we live.”184 Her sarcastic tone hinted at the level of frustration that
she experienced.
Others perceived the riot as the only solution to the neighborhood’s issues. Maryanne
Weathers, a 23-year old resident, claimed that she “prayed for something like this riot.”
She continued, “I really hoped for it because, you see, this way we have to get along.”
Weathers felt that the riot had brought “unity” within the community. William Hart, a
young man of 25, shared her impression. Similar to Tager’s analysis of riots, he argued
that, “people were finally getting to express their personal opinions, their feelings.”
“Other times,” he continued, “nobody listens.”185
Their perception, however, challenged once again the traditional civil rights hierarchy
in the city. “The NAACP? CORE?” said a young man, “I don’t listen to them.” To him,
civil rights leaders and city officials worked against the community. He claimed that,
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“Downtown they pay the heads of these civil rights groups to calm things down.” 186
Guido St. Laurent of the New England Negro Grass Roots Organization (N.E.G.R.O.)
agreed with the young man. He explained that, “it is most important that people begin to
listen to Roxbury youth,” as it did not identify with the “traditional civil rights groups.”
Sharing the feeling that Exodus parents had felt, most youth felt that the professional
associations were disconnected from the difficulties of the working-class and the poor.187
As a response, a youth leadership emerged as the Youth Alliance to fill in the
leadership gap. Days after the riot, a number of organization had called a meeting for all
teenagers of Roxbury at the St. Hugh’s Church. The leaflets, distributed at Operation
Exodus’s and the N.E.G.R.O.’S office on Blue Hill Avenue asked the teens to “speak
[their] piece tonight.” The idea, according to some of the older leaders was that “the
future peace or tumult in Roxbury this Summer is ‘the kids’ bag.’”188 One employment
worker even said that, “if they don’t want any of us there we’ll leave.” Like Exodus, the
teens kept the content of their meeting secret from the press, especially the white press. 189
Like their predecessors, they also wanted to regain control over their community. The
Youth Alliance created a neighborhood patrol to attempt to curb the rise of violence in the
neighborhood. “They walked the street from nine at night until three in the morning,”
wearing “white armbands and orange vests” to identify themselves as members of the
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patrols.190 The idea behind their patrol was to police the neighborhood so that law
enforcement officers would not have to patrol it themselves. Boston police officers had
used indiscriminate force against innocent protesters, even beating a pregnant woman
according to one of the young women at the meeting.191 By eliminating the police’s
presence in the streets of Roxbury, the Youth Alliance hoped for the neighborhood to
calm down and start healing.192
Yet, the need for healing went beyond the presence of uniform officers in the streets.
Young Roxbury residents talked about their struggles in getting a job and a good
education. “I’m a high school graduate,” one of the said at the meeting, “I’ve been out of
school for two years and I haven’t had a job yet.”193 The young man wanted a job where
he could make enough money to support himself. Some jobs required the youth to be
twenty-one or older or to have a college degree. Even the “Equal Employment centers,”
which were supposed to help them find work, had the dismissive attire of “don’t call us,
we’ll call you,” that they received from everywhere. “Hell,” another young man said,
“I’ll be on old age pension before they call me!” One of his friends could not help but to
break the bad news to him, “you won’t even get the old-age pension, man, because you
won’t have had the job for it.” The feeling of hopelessness permeated the room. Yet, if
the feeling discouraged a number of them, it also justified the formation of the Youth
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Alliance. They were tired of waiting for “the Man,” to fix their problems. They only had
one choice; they need to act.
In the following months, organizations in Roxbury came together to start the healing
process. The Grove Hall Community Development corporation bought “a riot-burned
hardware store.” The Youth Alliance offered “classes in photography Karate, and black
history.”194 They also worked to establish their “own programs for high-school
equivalency diplomas, leadership training, sex education, and job training.” 195 Since a
large number of the youth did not qualify for programs ran by other organizations, the
Youth Alliance created its own network, asking Polaroid in Cambridge for example, “to
accept its members in special training programs.”
The lack of available funding and the different requirements imposed by federal
funding, however, limited the scope of action of these organizations. “We couldn’t enroll
people who were poor but not bellow OEO guidelines,” one of the Youth Alliance leaders
explained, “people on welfare with five children are getting more money than the OEO
guidelines.” Sam Bell, the President of the Youth Alliance remained pragmatic. He
explained that, “taking funds from groups like Operation Exodus would just make them
less effective.”196 In this sense, they appeased the tension between the different
organizations and cooperated with other groups in the city.
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Ellen had the same idea when between 1967 and 1974, she helped grassroots
organizations nationwide.197 She travelled to Mississippi, California, and New York to
form the Black Women’s Community Development Foundation. Founded in Washington
D.C., in 1967, the Foundation “was more or less to provide seed money and assistance.”
The Black Women’s Community Development Foundation aimed to support grassroots
organizations that the National Council of Negro Women or other large associations had
forgotten or dismissed. The operation soon overwhelmed its founders. Ellen and Sarah
Herbin, who had moved from Greensboro to Washington, D.C., where the Foundation’s
offices were located, did all of the work necessary. They did not have the staff necessary
to support their endeavor.
Within months, Ellen could no longer sustain the pace. In her early thirties, with five
children and a husband, she “packed a bag in the first part of the week,” and came back at
the end of the week. She swapped her dirty clothes for fresh ones, promptly packed in her
suitcase, and did it all again the following week.198 Like Lucy, Muriel, and Melnea had
done previously, she counted on her husband, who stayed in Roxbury to take on
household and child raising duties. “Commuter marriages,” she explained, were more
common in Black communities than in white ones, putting a supplemental strain on
families.199 A year later, Ellen suffered a bout of illness which forced her to moved back
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to Boston. Looking for a new challenge, she applied for a Masters degree at the Harvard’s
Kennedy School Institute of Politics and was accepted.200
Ellen and Vernon Jordan, a high profile civil rights lawyer, President of the National
Urban League, and more recently, an advisor to President Bill Clinton, became the first
Black students to secure full-time fellowships at the Kennedy School for their research on
the politics of Education. During her time at the Kennedy School, she suffered severe
health issues. Fighting cancer, she got sick in class. If she had considered earning her
doctoral degree, two surgeries, one in 1973 and another in 1975, hampered her progress.
She left the university with her Masters degree in hand.
As she was released from the hospital, Neil Sullivan, Massachusetts Commissioner
of Education, offered Ellen a new job. Sullivan knew of Ellen’s health issues and
prefaced his offer with a few words. “It won’t be taxing,” he promised, hoping that she
would accept his offer. Well aware of Ellen’s involvement in the desegregation
movement, Sullivan could not find a better candidate for the position. “We would like for
you to be project director of Title IV,” he explain. Title IV of the Civil Rights Act of 1964
mandated the desegregation of public schools nationwide. The Act not only offered grants
to pay for training, it also allowed the Attorney General to file suits against school boards
and individual schools for breaking the law. As the director of the project, Ellen would
direct the think tank to create a state-wide desegregation plan. She could choose her own
staff to tackle the complex task. “And I got all my friend who had just got their masters
from Harvard to come over,” she explained, “so they used to call us the ‘Harvard Kiddie
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Korps.’”201 With Ellen still in a wheelchair, the “Kiddie Korps” crafted the basis of Judge
Garrity’s mandated desegregation order in 1974. 202
In 1974, Boston was among twenty-four cities which received federal busing
orders.203 Judge Arthur Garrity’s order came to the School Committee almost two years
after NAACP filed a law suit on behalf of fifty Black parents living in the city. The
NAACP argued that, by maintaining a segregated school system, the School Committee
had violated the parents and the children’s rights under the Thirteenth and the Fourteenth
Amendments and under the 1964 Civil Rights Act.204 The case argued for the recognition
and dismantlement of the de facto segregation system as no law specifically supported
the separation of students by race. The evidence put forth by the NAACP was damning.
The open enrollment policy and the transfer policies had been modified to prevent Black
students from enrolling in predominantly white classrooms.205 Years of research, debates,
and protest further showed that the School Committee had knowingly maintained a
segregated school system. Yet Garrity took nearly fourteen months to render his decision,
which provided the School Committee with a plan and orders forcing them to abolish
segregation in the Boston’s Public Schools.206 However, the logistics of the plan delayed
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the beginning of the school year by almost two weeks for elementary, middle, and high
school students, and by three weeks for kindergarteners.
Garrity had included measures “to ease the schools into the Sept. 12 court-ordered
desegregation plan.” 207 For example, the Boston School Districts hired more than 500
aides, 300 bus monitors, and 100 crossing guards to answer fears for the children’s
safety.208 Nearly 10,000 school district employees, from teachers to support personnel,
both veterans and new hires, participated in workshops to help them with the transition.
Schools held open houses on September 9, 10, and 12 for parents to meet the school
officials and their children’s teachers. The Department of Crisis Prevention also held
meetings in each district to help where needed. The plan also attempted to cause the least
disruption possible for the parents and their children. Garrity proposed to bus students
through an exchange program, in ways similar to those prescribed in the Racial
Imbalance Act of 1965. At first, students from predominantly Irish-American
neighborhoods were to be taken to predominantly Black schools and vice-versa.
Subsequent phases of the plan promised to extend to other schools. Garrity’s mandate
ignited the passions in the city. Upon receiving the news of the ruling, the School
Committee refused to comply. As a result, Garrity put the entire school district into
“federal receivership” and imposed desegregation on the city. Despite the work of the
Harvard “Kiddie Korps,” Garrity’s plan remained faulty at best. Busing affected the
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poorest neighborhoods, including the predominantly Irish-American South Boston, Black
Roxbury, and the Italian American North End, and left the suburbs mainly untouched.209
Furthermore, Garrity’s plan did not address the questions and grievances raised by
Exodus parents and other members of Boston’s Black communities. Integration did not
resolve the overcrowding, the state of the schools in Black neighborhoods, the lack of
resources, or the unequal treatment given to students. It did not address Black parents’
grievances about the effects of segregation on their children, either. Exchanging students
from the two poorest neighborhood in the city did not improve the quality of education in
the city.210 Rather, it maintained a two-tiers system where residents of wealthy
neighborhoods received a better education than their poor counterparts. By leaving the
suburbs untouched in his busing plan, Garrity also reinforced the disparity between urban
and suburban education.
Forced desegregation was a political disaster. Garrity was called a carpetbagger and a
dictator. Louise Day Hicks, who had opposed the 1965 boycott, called for a boycott of
her own following the ruling.211 Police officers were assigned to the schools and
remained in place for up to three years to curb violence.212 Bostonians protested on the
Common, graffiti covered the walls of many schools, and violence rose. During the first
academic year, altercations between Black and white Bostonians were a daily occurrence.
Until 1976, however, the media downplayed the difficulties experienced in the city. When
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Joseph Rakes, a student from South Boston, attacked Theodore Landsmark, a Black civil
rights activist, on the steps of City Hall, reporters no longer could deny the conflict in
their own city.
In 1974, after she completed her project, Ellen left the State Department of Education
and returned to the community. She worked at Freedom House where she formed the
Institute on School and Education. An offshoot of the Black Advocates for Quality
Education, the group which had supported Exodus’s efforts in the desegregation
movement, the Institute hoped to “forecast instead of react” to Boston’s education issues.
Members of the institute “talked about a review, an educational change, but in more
positive posture, as opposed to usually reacting to something that policy makers had
already come up with.” For the most part, she argued that these policies were “not at all
conducive to [their] needs, and not at all sensitive to the plight of the black child in this
large system, both financially and politically.”213 The hours at the Institute were long but
the work was rewarding.
At the Institute, Ellen clarified what she considered to be the most crucial aspect of
her activism and what had been missed by the forced desegregation. “Our project in the
sixties,” Ellen explained, “was not to integrate the kids into the Boston public schools.”
Like many other communities nationwide, she argued that the intent was to “upgrad[e]
the quality of education” that the children received, not to simply integrate the schools.
On that distinction, she added that they “didn’t give a damn where it took place,” but that
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they knew that it would “not tak[e] place in Roxbury.”214 No matter what they did, the
buildings were still in disarray, teachers turned over too frequently, and students and
teachers did not have access to the books and supplies necessary to the day-to-day
operations. Most importantly though, even with the desegregation, resources did not
make their way to the Black schools, with the exception of some federal grants “labelled
for disadvantaged children.”215 The lack of representation on the School Committee only
perpetuated the misconceptions in the needs of the children of Roxbury. Segregation, by
no means de facto, sent Black children to subpar schools and white children to better
funded facilities. 216
In this sense, disseminating information through the Institute became a political
process. Without information, Ellen noted, parents “bec[a]me docile, and they bec[a]me
quiet.” As information started pouring in the neighborhood, parents “ask[ed] more
questions.” As a result, when “the answers [weren’t] appropriate, they want[ed] to know
why, and they bec[a]me a little louder, and a little more forceful.” 217 This process
ultimately led to mobilization, allowing for the diffusion of more information and even
more mobilization.

Historians have focused on the violence and the opposition to the forced
desegregation ruling, but there is much more to the story. Operation Exodus did not aim
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to desegregate schools through voluntary busing. Instead, the leaders used busing as a
way to resolve the issues that their children were facing. By taking Roxbury children to
other schools, they ensured that these kids gained access to resources, had teachers who
stayed more than a week weeks in their classroom, and saw their desire to learn fulfilled.
As Ellen stated, it did not matter where the learning took place, wether or not it was a
Black or a white school, or surrounded by Black or white students. All that mattered was
that the children accessed quality education. Unfortunately, Judge Arthur W. Garrity’s
integration plan missed the points that Exodus parents had voiced through the years. In
this light, it is possible to see why the concept of agency and of community control of the
schools remained central to the demands of Exodus. From their vantage point, workingclass parents were more apt to resolve issues involving their neighborhood than their
Black middle-class counterparts or than a judge from his courtroom.
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CONCLUSION
This dissertation set out to understand what happens when we reinsert the history of
Black working-class mothers into the mainstream narrative of Boston’s civil rights
movement. When I first encountered the story that launched this project, the 1920 voter
suppression scandal, I wondered what had led the Democratic candidates to attempt to
restrict the vote of African American women in Boston, of all cities? What had these
women done to warrant such a strategic plan to suppress their vote? What type of
organizing could have led the Democrats to fear these women’s power to this extent?
These questions led me into the lives of several unknown women who were far from the
well-studied Boston Black elites who have been the main focus of monographs for the
past decades.1 Migrating from the South, the story of these women challenge what we
know about the city’s civil rights movement. They were neither part of the elite during
the Progressive Era, nor well-known leaders in the desegregation movement. They were
not connected to the abolitionists or their descendants nor the famous leaders of the
NAACP or the Urban League. They were “ordinary mothers” who sought to improve
their children’s opportunities.
As I researched this project, more questions emerged in terms of the larger
historiographical picture. What do we learn from this history of working-class women’s
activism? By extension, what do we learn about women’s political space by examining
the trajectory of these activists? Furthermore, how should we see their contributions in
1
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terms of the national civil rights movement? This dissertation captures this moment when
apolitical becomes political and when Black working-class women made their priorities
those of the city. It demonstrates that access to quality child care and health care, for
example, were part of the larger political agenda of the civil rights movement well before
the radicalization of the movement in the 1970s.
Scholars have often placed Boston on the fringes of the Black freedom movement.
Some considered that Black Bostonians held a distinct status among activists. They had
been involved in the abolitionist movement and in the early NAACP. At the turn of the
twentieth century, Black Bostonians were particularly militant. Working through a
biracial coalition, they favored equality, proposed a bill to protect Black voters in 1890—
Black Bostonians had enjoyed the right to vote since the inception of the state’s first
constitution—, and fought against lynching through legal and moral means. Furthermore,
a number of them had earned degrees from some of the best colleges in the Northeast.
Overall, the particularities of their history could not easily fit in the mainstream narrative.
Their activism did not take place in the South and the size of the community was small
compared to Northern Black communities in New York, Philadelphia, or Chicago. In
contrast to these assumptions, Boston was one of the most segregated city in the North,
working-class residents experienced discrimination on a daily basis, and most families
living in the South End, and later in Roxbury and Dorchester, constantly struggled to
make ends meet. Finally, scholars gave very little space to women, who remained in the
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background, tending to league’s events and playing by the rules set by the “politics of
respectability.”2
This narrative, one of Boston as Freedom’s birthplace where the elite led the
community to equality, gave credence to the idea that the busing crisis of 1974 was an
anomaly in the city’s otherwise liberal history. In Boston, as scholars, contemporaries,
and this dissertation note, housing and school segregation were not recognized as
deliberate attempts to separate residents along the race line. 3 Instead, segregation was
seen as something that simply happened, a phenomenon linked to a “choice,” in which
one chose where to reside, without consideration of racial or economic barriers restricting
possible living arrangements. In this light, as Ronald Formisano argues, the opposition to
busing becomes a class-based reaction, which negates the underlying racial tensions seen
in the city throughout the twentieth century.4
This dissertation situates the struggle against segregation at the culmination of nearly
fifty years of Black working-class women-led grassroots activism centered on equal
education in the city. Moreover, this struggle grounds itself in the work of activists who,
despite the danger for themselves or for their families, were not afraid to take the stand
against racial prejudice, police brutality, or systemic violence. If education was the main
focus of their agenda, it was not the only aspect that these women fought to secure for
2
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their community. They wanted access to quality health care, welfare rights, clean streets,
equal opportunities for adults and children alike, training programs, and the recognition
of Black residents as full citizens. Furthermore, they wanted the community to have a
voice in what pertained to its own collective well-being. This idea participation guided
the grassroots model throughout the twentieth century.
This dissertation spans from 1906 to 1975. Melnea Cass, Lucy Mitchell, and Ellen
Jackson remained active in the city for many years beyond the busing crisis. Melnea, who
had formed the Kindergarten Mothers in the 1920s, continued her work with the NAACP
and Freedom House until her death in 1978. Muriel Snowden continued to work for
Freedom House. In her later years, she encouraged young Bostonians to learn about the
world and other cultures through several learning programs in the community. She served
the boards of Harvard University, Tufts University, Babson College, the New England
Aquarium, and the Boston Museum of Science until her passing in 1988. Lucy Mitchell
continued to lobby for the Associated Day Care Services of Metropolitan Boston, joined
the Massachusetts Association of Mental Health Care, and worked for the elders in her
community. Despite her wishes, she never really retired. She passed away in 2002. Ellen
Jackson, like her colleagues, remained active until her death in 2005. In her later years,
she led the Black Women’s Community Development Foundation, worked for the
Massachusetts Department of Education, and served as the dean and director of
Affirmative Action at Northeastern University.
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Beyond its contribution to the historiography and to our understanding of Boston’s
civil rights movement, this work helps to contextualize the current struggle in Boston’s
Public Schools and allows us to continue a larger conversation on minority access to
education. In July 2015, the Boston Globe published a series of articles discussing the
history of the busing crisis and the issues still present in the Boston Public School
System. In an article, entitled “Facing Segregation Again, Boston’s Public Schools Get a
Do-Over,” Farah Stockman argues that, despite the desegregation order, “segregation
didn’t go away.” Instead, “it simply morphed into something more difficult to tackle.”
She explains that, as wealthier white families moved to the suburbs, they bring with them
their personal resources, time, money, or expertise, that they had previously given to their
children’s schools. With these resources gone, inner city schools often struggle for their
own survival. As a result, the author comes to the conclusion that, “poor kids tend to go
to poor schools, and wealthy kids to affluent schools.”5 Since the large majority of
children left behind are students of color, Boston’s schools simultaneously became
economically and racially segregated. Despite the desegregation order nearly forty years
ago, approximately ninety percent of the students enrolled at The Donald McKay School
in East Boston are of Hispanic decent and the same percentage of those enrolled at The
Charles H. Taylor School in Mattapan are Black.
As this situation unfolds, the question of de facto and de jure segregation resurfaces.
If the author argues that, “this time, it’s not the result of a deliberate policy, but rather
economic forces beyond our control.” One cannot help but to be reminded of the
5
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language used by Louise Day Hicks during the desegregation battle.6 In 1965, the School
Committee had used housing patterns, as a “force beyond [its] control,” to justify its
inaction at addressing unequal access to education. In doing so, Committee members
maintained a segregated school system, without recognizing it as such.
By examining the current situation through the lens of the framework proposed in this
dissertation, we can see a resurgence of Black working-class female grassroots
organizing following a trajectory to those of Melnea Cass, Lucy Mitchell, Muriel
Snowden, and Ellen Jackson. In the summer of 2015, Nancye François-Cajuste, a Haitian
mother whose daughter attend the predominantly Black Channing School in Boston,
received a letter to tell her that her daughter’s school received a “‘turn-around’ status.”
The School Committee had granted turnaround status to the underperforming school to
signal the need for urgent intervention. Once an establishment is considered a turnaround
school, the Committee can intervene “by changing staff, increasing class time, and adding
new supports for students.”7 Though these actions, the Committee hopes to improve
school performance and increase its rating.
When she received the letter announcing her daughter’s new school status, Nancye
did not know to think or do, but she grew determined to help. “It lit a spark in us,” she
explained to the reporter of the Globe, “We wanted our school to survive.” Like Muriel
Snowden, she revived the parents council, recruited other members, and led the
fundraising campaign. Like Melnea Cass, she suggested that parents go door-to-door to
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collect whatever their neighbors could afford to give to support the school. Due to the
violence that they had seen in the streets, parents turned instead to the sale of “Scholastic
books,” and raised approximately $900.8 Far from the fifty-thousand dollar raised by
white middle-class parents at the Eliot School in the North End, the fundraiser inspired
parents to do more. Nancye echoed what Ellen had preached in 1960s. “Parents are
powerful,” she argued, “they have to believe that they can make a difference.”9 As the
events unfold, one can see the relevance of the work of unknown parents who, like Ellen,
Melnea, Lucy, Muriel, and Nancye more recently, took matters in their own hands and
advanced a larger social justice agenda at the city level.
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